English critics praise Christine Arnothy's 
It h Not so Easy to Live . . . 



"A book with universal appeal, written by a very able and sensitive young 
writer who loves humanity with a shy love . . ." Times Literary Supplement 

"Miss Araothy is a writer, and a very good writer. Seldom has the suspense 
and misery of the refugee's life been better described, and these tribulations 
of a governess in a strange city are done with a feminine impressionist's 
brush," Ife Times 

". . . tart, resilient, with the honesty to make us see that, as a maid, she must 
have been something of a trial, it makes its ... happenings almost hypnoti- 
cally entertaining. Antonia White's translation has caught the sweet-sour air 
of it, its mixture of toughness and nostalgia, witfr'|reat delicacy." The 
Observer 

", . . ooe feds Miss Arnothy was protected in her tribulations not only by 
hopes of youth but by quite possibly being a born best-selling novelist: some- 
one to take up the cosmopolitan mantle of Vicki Baum, say ... she is true 
in feeling, rapacious in observation and ruthlessly exact in selection." - 
Manchester Guardian 
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by CHRISTINE ARNOTHY 
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by ANTQMIA WHITE 



Christine Arnoihy's first book I Am Ff- 
te&n ^**d I I>on't Want to Die was wel- 
comed by the critics as one of the most 
remarkable personal tiocuroents of the 
war and as the work OK a born writer. It 
ws based on a <Eary written during tlie 
Russian siege of Budapest. IT IS NOT 
SO EASY TO LIVE tells the story of her 
Bight after sbe bad escaped from Hungary 
with her parents. In Vienna they survived 
a series of adventures and finally man- 
aged to cross the frontier of the Russian 
Zooe of Austria with the aid of forged 
documents, only to find tnemselves im- 
mured in an Allied refugee camp at Kuf- 



Tlae book goes on to tell of Christine's 
arrival in Paris, where she found employ- 
ment as nurse to a child, of her marriage 
to Georges, a Hungarian whom she had 
previously encountered at Kufstein, and 
of their life together, friendless in an alien 
coontry. 

Miss Arnotfay has, to a remarkable de- 
gree, the ability to recapture her past 
experiences and this enables us to sym- 
pathize with and even to share the feel- 
ings of a young girl who is a refugee, but 
who stffi longs to enjoy the youth she 
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AFTER THE siege of Budapest, we had nothing left. 
The shells had made great holes in the front wall. I 
could have sat on our parquet floor, once so beautifully 
kept, and swung my legs out into empty space. The 
big house, divided up into flats, where I had spent 
fifteen years of my life had become a public danger* 
When the situation in Budapest had become stabilised 
and there were no longer any corpses in the streets, 
passers-by stepped oflf the pavement in front of our 
house and gave it a wide berth so as to avoid the risk 
of being crushed to death if it collapsed. The walls 
of my bedroom were full of cracks and those great 
black fissured affected me like open wounds. 

We had not been able to save so much as a single 
object. The ruined remains of our old life were 
covered with an obscene deposit of filth. The vast 
rising tide of that bloody siege had withdrawn but it 
seemed to have left the city dirty for ever. 

My mother's aunt used to wear a rose in her hair 
when she was young, but no photo of her survives. 
The only coffin she had was a pile of bricks and a mass 
of splintered glass* Towards the end of the war, the 
house where she lived collapsed on the tenants. 
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My aunt I always called her that was sixty-five 
and my uncle seventy, when I myself was six. I was 
a late arrival and only knew my grandparents from 
their photographs. On All Souls' Day, I used to be 
frightened when my parents took me to the cemetery. 
The sickly smell of the chrysanthemums, the little 
glass lamps, with their flickering flames, that everyone 
carried in their hands, filled me with inexplicable 
terror. For nights afterwards, I used to dream of 
ghosts and shiver under my blankets. 

At seven, it seemed to me that everyone about 
me was old. I used to look long and thoughtfully 
at my mother's crow's feet and my father's greying 
hair. 

My uncle and aunt lived on a fairly large pension. 
Their flat, on the gently-rising heights of Buda, was 
full of souvenirs of their travels. They had never had 
any children. I often used to spend the week-end 
with them. A little room was always kept ready for 
me. I can see my bed again now, and also a huge 
cupboard full of sheets, slightly yellow with age, tied 
up with broad red silk ribbons. Between the folds, 
my aunt had put lavender sachets; for a long time, 
my childhood dreams were impregnated with that 
mysterious scent. 

Number 3, Rue Notre Dame; that was their address. 
My aunt, who always dressed in black, could never 
look at the plate that bore the name of the street other 
than with a hostile eye. She had once been deeply 
wounded in the confessional and, ever since, her 
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resentment had included the entire priesthood. Very 
much later, I learnt that, as my uncle had been 
divorced, she had not been able to have a religious 
marriage. Carried away by the fervour of a great 
love, my aunt would have liked to have had the 
Church as an ally and so secure both earthly happiness 
and the blessing of Heaven. But instead of a blessing, 
she had been given an ultimatum and ordered to leave 
the man she loved, 

In the hothouse of my childhood, I was, at any rate, 
carefully shielded from all the misfortunes that over- 
whelm grown-up people. My parents were kind and 
indulgent and, in my aunt's home, I learnt to love old 
people. 

At eight years old, I was precocious enough to feel 
the depth of their love for each other in their looks 
and their gestures. They had a maid who was perfect 
in every respect, but it was always my aunt who helped 
my uncle on with his coat when he took me out for a 
walk. She would wait on the balcony till we emerged 
below into the street and her eyes would continue to 
follow us as we climbed the zigzag road. My uncle 
had a moustache that was beautifully groomed, though 
a trifle yellowed by the smoke of his eternal pipes. 
Dressed in black and carrying an elegant cane, he 
would stop at the turnings and explain to me that 
I must pay attention and give my whole mind to it. 
I would listen virtuously but I was enchanted when 
my hoop or my ball bounded away into the road and 
I had to make a breathless dash to retrieve them. 
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The Rue Notre Dame was lined with chestnut-trees. 
In the spring, their flowers scented the air; in the 
autumn, the ground was strewn with their prickly 
husks with the chestnuts bursting out of them. 

After lunch, my uncle and aunt used to lie down; 
my aunt in her blue bedroom; my uncle on the sofa 
in the study, with his grey cape over him. During 
that time, curled up still and silent in my arm-chair, 
I would read Dickens. In those early afternoons, 
I made the acquaintance of David Copperfield and 
Mr. Pickwick. The maid went about three ; Saturday 
was her free day. She would shut the front door 
so softly that I was the only person who heard the 
little click* Once I went out on to the balcony on 
tiptoe to watch her go. There was a soldier in front 
of the house. They went off together, hand-in- 
hand, and, suddenly, the drowsing flat seemed to me 
empty. 

After dinner, if it was fine, my uncle and aunt would 
play cards on the balcony. The scarlet geraniums, with 
their velvety leaves, gave out a moist, peppery smell. 
Insects from all the nearby gardens came flocking 
round my aunt's opalescent glass lamp. When the 
old people played cards, they always spoke English. 
I would listen, half-asleep, to the sound of their con- 
versation and the rustle of the cards. 

On Sunday mornings, my father came to fetch me 
and then he and I and Mother would go to church. 
My aunt always shut the windows; she detested the 
sound of the Sunday bells. All the morning of that 
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day, she used to play the piano. Now and then, my 
uncle, in his study, would hum the melody she was 
playing. 

My aunt had a small private fortune; my uncle had 
nothing but his pension. But he possessed numerous 
greedy relatives whose visits my aunt, who was well- 
born and a trifle arrogant, regarded with extreme dis- 
favour. Another thing depressed her; my confirmed 
hostility to the piano. Her long, silky fingers would 
fly lightly over the keys of her Steinway; when she 
played Chopin, my uncle would seat himself in an 
arm-chair and watch her. 

For my tenth birthday, they made me a present of 
three books. One in Hungarian; the other two in 
English. What a birthday luncheon that wasl My 
aunt had made some delicious ice-cream for me herself. 
While she and my uncle were taking their siesta, I 
looked at my beautiful books. As my arm-chair was 
close to my uncle's sofa, I could watch him as he slept. 
His large hands, dry and wrinkled as parchment, 
rested on his grey cape. On his right hand, he had a 
large wedding-ring; on his left, a heavy signet. I saw, 
from his watch, that it was ten minutes past four. I 
could hear my aunt's muffled footsteps as she got the 
tea ready in the drawing-room. I knew that, in a 
few minutes, she would come in and wake my uncle, 
and we should all have tea together. It would be a 
specially gay tea-party and I should be able to finish 
the ice-cream from my festive lunch. Suddenly, it 
struck me that, on such an important occasion as my 
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birthday, I had a perfect right to wake my uncle up. 
So I slid out of my chair, and, without taking my eyes 
off him, touched his hand. But he was sleeping 
deeply, with his face turned to the wall on which hung 
an oriental carpet. The water for the tea was boiling. 
That made me more audacious still ; I lifted the hand 
that wore the signet-ring. Warm, and incredibly 
heavy, it slipped out of mine and fell back, inert. My 
heart began to beat so violently that each beat hurt me 
like a stab. 

"Uncle! ...Uncle! .. ." 

I must have screamed, for, the next moment, my 
aunt appeared in the doorway. 

She had never seemed so tall and so slender as she 
did in that wintry twilight. I had the impression that 
she would never be able to enter the study. She looked 
at her husband and began to call him in a metallic 
voice: 

" Darling, won't you come and have tea ? . . . Tea, 
darling! " 

A minute or two later, she sat down beside him and 
took the hand that had dropped from mine between 
her own hands. 

" What have you done? " she asked. " How could 
you do that to me ? Why didn't you wait to say good- 
bye to me? . . . You promised you would never go 
without saying good-bye to me. ..." 

I did not dare move. But it seemed to me that 
my uncle's lips had parted a little, as if for a last 
farewell. 
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My aunt began to move about with jerky, feverish 
gestures. She went into the bedroom, brought back 
a blanket and spread it over my uncle. Then she 
tried to telephone, But her fingers were trembling so 
much that she could not dial the number, 

" Tell your parents to come over,** she said to me. 
I telephoned. 

While I was talking to my mother, my aunt turned 
on all the lights in the flat. 

Suddenly, I was seized with a violent nausea. In 
winter, the geraniums from the balcony were kept 
indoors in the dining-room and their sickening smell 
filled the entire flat. I wanted to open a window but 
I could not manage to turn the handle. Why had my 
parents not arrived yet ? 

My aunt wandered from room to room muttering 
incoherent words about the tea and about death. The 
crude light left my uncle's face naked of all shadow, 
The face that had been animated only that morning 
had turned smooth and yellow before my eyes. His 
wrinkles had vanished and the grey moustache looked 
strangely incongruous on those features that now 
seemed ageless. 

Now I could imagine that even my uncle had, once 
upon a time, been young. 

The door-bell rang. I ran to the door and flung 
myself into my mother *s arms. As I smelt the faint 
scent of her shoulder, I burst into sobs, I would 
have liked to stay there for ever, with my eyes shut, 
hidden in her arms. 
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So my uncle had gone away, before my eyes, into 
eternity* " You must always pay attention and give 
your whole mind to it," he used to say. But where 
was the elusive soul? I wondered. Where were 
his thoughts? Had he been dreaming before he 
died ? What was there he might still have wanted to 
explain ? 

When I kissed his hand, it was already cold and lay 
crossed over the other on his breast. 

After my uncle's funeral, I received a letter from 
my aunt. The black-bordered sheet was covered with 
her round, well-balanced handwriting. 

" Dearest child," she wrote, " I want you to know 
that when I too am dead, like your uncle, all my pos- 
sessions will belong to you. I should like you to keep 
the piano in the room you will have when you are a 
big girl...." 

I often went back to see her. The table was always 
laid for my uncle and the bottle of choice wine set 
beside his place. 

The piano she never played it again remained 
silent and menacing in the middle of the big drawing- 
room. Like a coffin. 

The last time I went into our own looted flat with 
my parents, I found something under some soiled 
books whose covers had been wrenched off. It was 
an engraving, almost undamaged in its frame, that 
showed the hill of Buda as it was at the beginning of 
1900. Then I ventured into our dining-room that 
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looked out on to the F6-utca. I noticed a nail sticking 
out of the wall and I hung the engraving up on it. 

Before our final departure, we stood for a moment 
in the street and looked up at our home for the last 
time. Through the gutted facade we could still see 
the engraving hanging up almost over empty space. 
Suddenly a brutal, impatient wind got up, scattering 
the grey dust. At that, we went away, our eyes full 
of ashes and tears. 

In the little house of Fonyod, where I lived the life 
of a somnambulist, my one concern was to appear the 
typical growing girl who soon forgets troubles, I 
wanted to make things easier for my parents* I used 
to sing about the house to give them pleasure. With 
my mother's help, I cut myself out a summer dress 
from a flowered curtain. When my father said that 
everything was easier for the young, I agreed with 
him. In exchange for a pair of sheets, I managed to 
procure them a she-goat. The wrinkled peasant- 
woman who agreed to this barter taught me to milk 
her. The she-goat, who was old and good-natured, 
allowed me to. 

But, at night, in my bedroom, I was restored to my 
true self; I dropped my mask of gaiety and returned 
to my books. Here, in the country, we had only 
some works by Scandinavian writers, a few Balzacs and 
one single Flaubert Madame Bovary. My dreams 
were fantastic rides through a land of nightmares. 
Mademoiselle Julie was for me a dubious, almost 
treacherous friend. Sigrid Undset soaked me in an 
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atmosphere of resigned melancholy that I found un- 
bearable; once, when I was ill and feverish, I believed 
I was Ibsen's wild duck. 

Pista, that young soldier who had been killed 
during the siege, often reappeared to me. But I was 
not frightened of him* Neither of him nor of my 
uncle. The peaceful death of an old man was, some- 
how or other, connected in my mind with the brutal 
death of a young one who had been bold and gay. 

Every morning, life began afresh. The summers 
stretched out, stifling and interminable; the winters 
were rigid under the snow. 

I remember one particular day in July. I had gone 
down to swim. The lake of Balaton carried me on its 
gilded blue back. Sometimes, looking behind me, I 
could see the dark green tracks ploughed up in the 
still water by my swimming. Human beings were so 
far away from me that I had the impression of being 
utterly alone. As I went on swimming, I raised my 
head, as if to discover the invisible God. Suddenly > 
an unexpected wave slapped against my face. And 
that little wet smack of sunlit water struck through 
me like an electric shock. All at once, I became, for 
the first time, aware of my own body. 

In one shiver, I became aware of the very move- 
ments I was making in swimming. Clumsy and fright- 
ened, I made sure that my schoolgirl's bathing-dress 
covered my just-developing breasts. 

Almost completely out of breath, I hurriedly turned 
back towards the shore. I had become heavy with 
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exhaustion and, in a moment of inadvertence, I swal- 
lowed a great mouthful of water* 

At last, feeling the pebbles under my feet, I collapsed 
on the shore* 

I was breathing violently, almost passionately. 

A little later, as I climbed up to the house again, 
I knew that my loneliness had become intolerable. 



MY ARRIVAL in Vienna had produced no impression 
on anyone. . . . We walked through the streets, less 
conscious of the torrential rain than of the cruel stare 
of the waiter in the cafe which had revealed that the 
Austrian schillings we had bought from our guide 
were worthless. Mamma had left him her last ring 
and now, urged on by fear, we were almost running, 
but with no idea of our destination. 

At every turning, I expected to find some man or 
woman, with a kind smile, who would take us by the 
arm, conduct us into a warm room and then, with a 
discreet gesture, indicate the door of the bathroom to 

us. 

Scrutinising the faces of the passers-by, I could 
discover nothing but dull eyes and drawn features; 
all those gazes seemed to me to run over us like the 
raindrops. 

" Suppose we go back to the station? " said my 

father. 

"And take a train? Whereto? "asked my mother. 

" There's a hostel for refugees there. A Station 
Hostel. Well sleep there to-night and, to-morrow, 
Fll organise something.** 
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As we had no money for a tram, we returned to the 
station on foot. There, we had to wait for my father 
while he went into the little office. I can still see that 
ruined station. Mamma was leaning back against a 
peeling wall: she looked so frail and vulnerable in 
this hostile dusk that I emerged from my little private 
world of dreams and vain expectation and kissed her 
thin face. She looked up at me with her blue eyes 
and smiled. 

" The beginning of a new life is always very diffi- 
cult, child. . . . But we are free." 

Papa was a long time coming. I looked at my 
mother's swollen legs; her slender ankles were now a 
shapeless, painful mass of flesh. And nowhere, in all 
that deserted station, was there so much as a bench on 
which to sit down. Beside us, the door of a waiting- 
room swung open of its own accord, but the room had 
no roof to it. An occasional plate-layer, with hunched 
shoulders, passed by us without paying any attention. 
I knelt down in front of Mamma and laid my hand on 
one of her legs; it was burning hot. 

** Are you in great pain ? " 

" A little " 

I had to make a great effort not to doze off. I could 
have gone to sleep then and there at Mamma's feet. 
Suddenly, as if they had sprung up out of the stone 
platform, we were surrounded by a crowd of passengers 
who were waiting for a train not yet signalled. I 
stood up. But I would have searched in vain for the 
faintest glimmer of interest in their eyes. I touched 
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my own arm and ran my dirty fingers over my face. 
I wondered uneasily: 

" Are we still visible? Perhaps we became trans- 
parent in that chilly moonlight ? Perhaps our crossing 
the frontier was only a dream and I shall wake up at 
Fonyod again? ..." 

A harsh voice shouted: " Barisnya burzsuj!" 

A huge Russian soldier had planted himself in 
front of us and was already pulling at my mother's 
fur coat. 

The Russian made a sign to another soldier, pointed 
to my mother and kept repeating words we did not 
understand. 

At that moment. Papa came back and told us to 
follow him, 

We hurried after him, trembling, for the Russians 
were on our heels. 

" Fve just discovered that we are in the Russian 
zone," said my father. 

We followed him, white with terror. 

At last, we were able to go back into the barrack-like 
building. 

A man with greying hair was waiting for us. 

" Come this way. . . " 

The Russians remained outside. 

We stumbled the whole length of a dark corridor 
and eventually arrived in a big room, lit by a single 
electric-light bulb. Then, at last, the man spoke to us : 

" Of all the mad things to do! You cross the 
frontier illicitly and you go and gad about without 
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papers in the Russian zone! Why didn't you go to 
the American zone or the French one? " 

"The last time I came to Vienna in 1926 I 
stayed at the Hotel Sacher," replied my father, his 
face livid with weariness. " How can you expect me 
to know the zones ? " 

The warden of the hostel, a colourless, melancholy 
person, promptly began to smile. The evocation of 
the Vienna of other days had a magical effect on him. 
" Obviously! The Sacher. . . . But times have 
changed. . . . Stay here till to-morrow morning. . . . 
At eight o'clock sharp, I will take you to the frontier 
of the zone. There you can sort things out with the 
Reception Centre; it deals with refugees' papers/' 

In this great wooden room, rotten with rain, there 
were three long tables with benches along either side; 
the stove in the corner was heated red-hot. 

" Sit down ; they'll bring you some soup and some 

bread. The woman who will bring it must know 

nothing. If she asks any questions, tell her you've 

missed your train and haven't enough money to go to 

an hotel. Above all, don't undress in the dormitory. 

Here, in the Russian zone, there are any number of 

down-and-outs. Those are our night customers. . . ." 

Unexpectedly, he held out his hand. 

" Good night and good luck. . . . I'll see you 

again to-morrow morning." 

We sat down on a bench. A few minutes later, the 
sweat was trickling all down our backs. Mamma and 
I were wearing at least three dresses apiece and Papa 
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had five shirts on. While we were still in Hungary 
the guide had stopped us from taking a suitcase. So 
we had put on all our clothes, one on top of the other, 
and, for three days, we had never had a chance of 
undressing. 

" At least, let us take off our coats," suggested 
Papa. 

" No. The woman who brings the soup will see at 
once that we are wearing an abnormal amount of 
clothes." 

So we waited, continuing to perspire. 

She soon arrived. She was in her forties. Her 
greasy chignon clung to the nape of her neck like a 
bird's nest. She set a battered tray and three bowls 
of lentil soup before us, examining us with curiosity 
as she did so. 

" Bread as well? " she asked. 

Mamma nodded her head without saying a word. 

The woman brought three pieces of bread. 

With her shoulders drooped and her gaze riveted 
on us, she sat down beside the stove. I expected to 
see her melt in that heat like a candle. As I ate my 
warm soup, I had the crazy idea that, if I had a long 
arm and an extinguisher at the end of it, I could put 
her outl I returned her stare insolently. When the 
soup was finished, a grey deposit remained at the 
bottom of our bowls. The bread stuck to one's palate 
and tasted of clay. When the woman saw that we 
had really finished with our spoons, she beckoned to 
us to follow her. 



Stuffed out with clothes under our heavy coats and 
stiff as scarecrows, we filed out after her. 

At the door of the dormitory she left us and was 
swallowed up in dark corridors. The atmosphere of 
the dormitory was thick and smelt as if stuffed with 
garlic; a blue light hovered in a corner, filtering 
through a sort of fog. Those feeble rays from a 
single bulb dimly lit up heaps of dark rags. These 
were the sleepers, wrapped in their verminous over- 
coats. This vast twenty-fifth class sleeping-compart- 
ment possessed two rows of bunks. In the twilight, 
the top row seemed to me almost entirely empty; the 
passengers were clustered together in the lower one. 
We stepped forward cautiously but every breath made 
us swallow a mouthful of that stinking air that tasted 
like mud. 

After occasionally knocking ourselves against the 
wooden scaffolding we finally found two empty places 
in the lower tier and one in the upper. 

Mamma took off her coat and sat down on the edge 
of one of the beds. Papa stood there, his hat in his 
hand, completely bewildered. He was amazed that 
we should be free yet shocked and disillusioned, in 
spite of himself, by all these sordid details. Eventually, 
he lay down in the lower tier and I climbed up to the 
place in the upper one. 

Our moving about had caused trouble among the 
sleepers. I could hear muffled voices. Over the edge of 
my extremely uncomfortable nest, I suddenly saw the 
face of a bearded man looking up at me from below. 
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His eyes glittered in the blue dusk; he was like an 
animal looking hungrily at a piece of meat. I drew 
back quickly and heaped the rough blankets over me. 
They smelt of suet; a cold, degraded wartime smelL 

My skin was itchirg. I had the feeling of being 
devoured by a multitude of greedy, famished insects. 
I even thought I could feel the pricking of two sharp 
pincers on my knee. I felt about, with nervous dis- 
gust, but could find nothing. 

All night long I was the prey of those imaginary 
insects. I economised my breath and only drew in 
tiny, prudent sips of air. 

When we woke up, the dormitory was already 
empty. Heavy and drowsy from our suffocating 
night, we spoke very little. 

In the big room, they gave us some more lentil 
soup; then the little man with the greying hair re- 
appeared. His face was fresh and clean. He still 
had a dab of shaving-cream under one ear. 

He gave my father an extremely useful address. 

He spoke of his aunt who had a house in the 
American zone and who let rooms to refugees who 
had no papers but who were trustworthy. 

The little man then took us to the limit of the 
Russian zone. It was a little street like any other; 
the cool morning wind had dried its pavements. 
Under the plate bearing the street's name was a 
placard: " Beginning of the American Zone," 

Papa said good-bye to him; we all shook hands 
with him and he went away. 



" He's a good sort," said Papa* " Yesterday, 
when I told him about all our bad luck, he lent me 
twenty schillings. Now we can go somewhere and 
have a hot drink in peace." 

We went into a cafe in the Burgstrasse, the pro- 
prietress was still in process of sprinkling water on 
the dusty floor and sweeping it. Nevertheless she 
made us sit down and, a few minutes later, brought us 
the coffee. 

I was delighted to know that we had twenty 
schillings. 

" I'll leave you two here," said Papa. " I'll go to 
the Refugees' Reception Centre on my own." 

I went out with him and he brought me a morning 
paper. Then I returned to Mamma. We were both 
prepared for a long wait. Before I had said good-bye 
to my father, a vague idea had occurred to me. 

" How could he possibly have lent you money? " 
I asked him. " Was he so sure that you would come 
back." 

Papa had frowned a little. 

" Of course he was sure, since he had my promise. 
And, besides, I showed him all our schillings. He 
was horrified at our situation. These schillings are 
no longer current; they were withdrawn from circu- 
lation over a year ago. He has kept them. He is 
going to a bank to see whether he can get something 
for them. He might be able to, as he is Austrian. 
Of his own accord, he gave me twenty new schillings 
for these two thousand out-ofc-date ones." 

26 



I felt a rush of warmth and affection as I looked at 
my dear Papa who was so honest, so bound by the 
rules of a peaceful, bourgeois society that he was 
quite incapable of wondering even for one second, 
whether this distinguished down-and-out might not 
have cheated him. 

Mamma and I read the paper. The proprietress of 
the cafe was very friendly. Mamma told her that we 
had crossed the frontier two days ago. She could 
speak freely; we were in the American zone. The 
good woman brought us four slices of bread on which 
she had spread a very little margarine so little, you 
could hardly see it. 

At a quarter to twelve Papa returned. We went off 
together to the Kleeblattgasse. At last, we were able 
to take a tram* Sitting just behind the driver, I saw 
my face, for the first time for three days, in his driving- 
mirror. I was incredibly ugly and my tears during 
the night had turned me into an Indian squaw, rather 
pale, but decidedly warlike. A tall, fair, very young 
man was sitting beside me. His presence seemed to 
me like a challenge to death* I had seen so many 
dead young men in the streets of Budapest! I was 
already imagining him lying stiff and still in a ragged 
uniform when he gave me a shy, friendly, almost 
frightened smile. Yes, he was alive, and so was II 
But why was he smiling? Because I was ridiculous, 
unhappy, untidy and as heavy as a tortoise in my 
carapace of clothes? Or perhaps because I was 
twenty? I smilefi too and turned my head towards 
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the driving-mirror where I could see myself smiling, 
I wanted to say good morning to myself, too. 

" We get off at the next stop/' said Papa. 

Almost as soon as we stood on the pavement, we 
were struck by the sunshine and the blue of the sky. 
It was a little depressed, that sun, intimidated by the 
month of November. But its feeble rays were glim- 
mering on a strange world & living world. 

Vienna was at last welcoming us. What was that 
city just then? A vast birthday-cake cut into four 
slices; each of the four great Powers eating its own. 
Like ants who risked, at any moment, being crushed 
under the huge soles of army boots, the Viennese 
carried off only the crumbs of a former life. 

I gave a little cry: 

" Look, Mamma. . . ." 

For the first time, in my life, I had just seen a black 
man. He was in uniform. My innocent astonish- 
ment had not escaped him; he smiled at me. It was 
the second smile of the day. 

" Don't make any remarks," advised my mother. 
" Look, but don't say anything." 

We arrived in the Kleeblattgasse. It was a little 
old street, just near the Graben. We stopped in front 
of an ugly, but dignified house, with thick walls. 
Papa pulled the bell and we heard the sound echoing 
and drifting through the house. No one came. 
Mamma palled the bell, in her turn, and the clamour 
started up again, ricocheting back from the well of 
the stairs* 
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The door opened at last. A dark-complexioned 
man was standing on the threshold. Papa put his 
question : 

"Is Madame Wagner in? We have been sent by 
her nephew. . . ." 

The man told us to come in. 

The hall was dark and the ancient staircase creaked 
under our feet. 

A woman came to meet us and made us sit down in 
a bright, warm kitchen on the first floor. Papa ex- 
plained to her that we needed a room for a few weeks 
and that we should soon be leaving for Innsbruck. 

The first thing she mentioned was money. 

" Have you any money ? " 

" Yes." 

"How much?" 

" How much are you asking for the room ? " 

" You haven't any papers ? " 

" Not yet." 

She shrugged her shoulders. 

" The risks are very considerable, here in Vienna. 
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* * 

"How much a day?" my father went on, with 
gentle tenacity. 

She named the sum. 

Papa made a small, lightning calculation and said, 
" Yes." 

Having received two weeks' rent in advance, 
Madame Wagner took us up to the third floor, opened 
a door and left the key in the lock. 
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" There's running water, too. . . ." 

Papa asked for some soap* She promised to give 
us a piece. 

The narrow room contained two beds, a cupboard 
and a wash-basin. Without waiting a moment, we 
began to undress ourselves. At record speed, I tore 
off, one by one, my crumpled frocks and my jumpers 
that were damp with perspiration. 

What a deliverance! But now the little room, with 
all our clothes in disorder, looked like a jumble sale. 
On the beds, dresses were mixed up, higgledy-piggledy, 
with Papa's shirts. Papa, standing, stripped to the 
waist, in the middle of the room was hunting for 
something. 

" My hat was vanished/' he said. " Haven't you 
seen it, darling? " 

" Do you need it at this moment? " 

" No," replied Papa. " But, all the same, I'd like 
to know where my hat is." 

In the pocket of my winter coat, I found one of my 
high-heeled shoes. But where was the other? 

" You haven't seen my other shoe? " 

" No," said Mamma, who had become slim and 
frail again. 

41 What are we going to do with all this stuff? " 

" We'll have to buy a suitcase," said Papa, pouring 
water over his shoulders. 

Madame Wagner brought us the soap. Mamma 
opened the door just wide enough to let her in. 

Soon the room was full of water and soapsuds. 
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Clean at last and wearing only the clothes we needed, 
we were aware of being ravenously hungry. 

" We'll go and eat . . . and we'll buy a suitcase to 
put all these clothes in," said Papa. 

Out in the street, he added: 

" But we won't buy the suitcase in the Russian 
zone. The journey would end in Siberia/' 

It was half-past four. Already, the first lights of 
Vienna were beginning to wink. We had enough 
money for a small dinner. As we left the house, we 
noticed that not one of its windows was lit up. The 
little street hushed down in the darkness on its secrets 
and on our hopes. 

While my parents were searching for their old 
Vienna, dressed up and mannered and peaceful; full 
of smiles and waltzes and the good smell of its famous 
coffee, I was looking avidly and excitedly at the 
Vienna of the present* 

For Papa and Mamma, the city was a great actress, 
playing her last part. When her admirers came a 
little too close, she held a lace fan in front of her face 
to hide her deep wrinkles. But her voice, though 
slightly broken and hoarse from the smoke of the war, 
was still recognisable. It was a voice that went 
straight to the heart of those who had known genuine 
peacetimes and journeys without passports, . . . 

What I saw was a Vienna full of soldiers of four 
nationalities, of badly-dressed people who were always 
shivering under the sleet, of shop windows that were 
brilliantly lit-up but almost empty. And I noticed 



how everyone was always in a feverish hurry to get 
back to their own homes. 

When we left the Graben, we came to the Herren- 
gasse. Mamma saw a church that was lit up inside. 

" Let's go in," she said. 

We made our way towards the wide-open door. 

On the pavement, a Salvation Army woman was 
singing. Her voice seemed to defy the ample har- 
monies of the organ. We looked into the interior of 
the church. The aisle blazed in the yellow, quivering 
light of the tall candles. In the distance, the priest 
was celebrating the afternoon Mass and you could see 
his gold-embroidered chasuble. The tabernacle re- 
flected the light so brilliantly that we could see the 
glitter of its metal door from where we stood in the 
street. 

I was seized with an inexplicable feeling of discom- 
fort. The little woman in blue went on singing and 
her big bonnet tied with a broad bow under one ear 
made her look like an old-fashioned doll. Her clear, 
shrill voice asserted itself against the violent waves of 
the organ. 

The Salvation Army man who accompanied her 
was seated on a stool, with the brass bowl for offerings 
on the pavement in front of him. He was trying to 
give his accordion the grave, swelling tones of the 
competing organ. The constant stream of passers-by, 
whether generous or indifferent, produced no change 
of expression on those two faces. The accordionist's 
was astonishingly young. His fixed, steady gaze 
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seemed to see nothing of the people who poured past 
the brass bowl, now singly, now in groups* The 
woman sang with her eyes focused on some invisible 
point ... a point above the heads of the crowd and 
lower than the sky. . . . Now and then, a fine, almost 
imperceptible rain made the asphalt glisten. 

** Would you give me a few groschens ? " I asked 
my father. He slipped two coins into my hand and 
I went up to the pair. * With a swift, yet solemn 
gesture, as if I were voting for them, I deposited the 
money in the bowl. 

We went into the church. The smell of incense 
enveloped me as if someone had flung an entangling 
veil over me. We found three places in the back 
bench and I watched, without the slightest intention 
of praying. In those days we were always going into 
churches to find a refuge, to hide ourselves, to wait or 
to rest. My back easily adapted itself to the hard 
wooden backs of the benches. But that evening, an 
impression struck me. The faces seemed to be fixed 
in their aggressive outlines. They made me think of 
children's drawings where the pencil lines are gone 
over afterwards in black ink. And, suddenly, I felt 
I was stifling. . . * 

" When can we go? " I whispered into my mother's 
ear. 

" We're going in a moment/* she answered. " Mass 
is almost over." 

All at once, the organ stopped. Thanks to this 
unexpected silence, a woman's voice penetrated into 
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the nave. It was the Salvationist's voice but her frail 
song shattered almost at once against the marble 
pillars. She stopped singing. 

I was moved. And hurriedly, with modest, tremb- 
ling haste, I thought of my dreams and my desires. 
It was not praying; it was letting my thoughts run 
on unbridled. In the front row, people were already 
getting up and I, all at sea, still had so many things to 
express! How I should like to write a book, several 
books; how I should like to begin writing this very 
day and go on writing all my life ! And how splendid 
it would be to have readers too , . . and, as well as all 
that, a great love. 

My mother and father stood up and we left the 
church. But, as we were walking away from it, an 
idea struck me. I do not remember what excuse 
I made, but I returned to the church. It was already 
dark and empty. I wanted to feel God's presence and 
I almost whispered in His ear: " I should also tre- 
mendously like to have a child. . . . My God, give 
me readers and give me children. . . ." 

When I caught up with my parents, the rain was 
already falling heavily. 

We looked for a cheap little restaurant. We found 
it on our way back to the Kleeblattgasse. It was 
marvellous, that little restaurant! A smiling waitress 
showed us to a tiny table covered with a paper cloth 
with a lacy border. Several people were dining and, 
from a nearby table, a smiling, made-up lady gave us 
an amiable nod. 
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** What does she want ? " asked Papa uneasily. " Is 
she a spy?" 

I did not dare glance in her direction* 

The waitress approached, removed the pencil from 
behind her ear, and prepared to take down our order. 
Then, as Papa looked at the handwritten menu, he 
turned white. 

" We haven't these food tickets they insist on. * . ." 

We bent over the menu in despair. 

The waitress understood at once. 

" If you can pay a supplement, you can have dinner 
all the same/' 

" Right," said my father, " but bring us something 
to eat quickly. . . ." 

When the waitress had gone, he said: 

" They gave me a little money at the Reception 
Centre. We can just get along for two weeks, but 
after that . . ." 

The waitress returned at last and we ate with a 
ferocious appetite. 

The lentil soup was boiling hot. Ever since we had 
left Hungary, lentils pursued us I Afterwards, we 
each had a couple of thin, greyish Vienna sausages 
and a boiled potato. 

I noticed an old gentleman near us who was eating 
with slow solemnity. He cut his little sausage into 
tiny, transparent slices and put a little mustard on 
each. 

Just before we left Vienna, a kindly fellow who was 
showing us the way and who had realised we were 
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refugees, had cursed the war all the time he was con- 
ducting us along with exquisite politeness. 

" My sister died of starvation," he told us. " Now 
we have everything, but, before, it was famine . . It's 
along here, sir ... this way, lady . . . the street you're 
looking for. . . ." 

But that night, the dinner was incomparably rich, 

I was entitled to have a cake; a tart that was a 
speciality of the restaurant. The jam was made of 
tomatoes and it was sweetened with saccharine instead 
of sugar. All the same, it was very good. 

" You know," Mamma told me. " If you ask God 
for something the first time you go into a particular 
church, your prayers will certainly be answered." 

" I know," I replied, radiant. " I do know, and I 
asked* ..." 

" Well . . . may one know your secret ? " 

I revealed the one that was easiest to admit. 

" I prayed to have a child." 

They were genuinely astonished. 

A little later, when we were back in the street where 
our room was, Papa said to me : 

" You ought to have asked for a passport for him 
too." 

"For whom?" 

" For the child " 

I laughed. It was a happy evening. 

I rang the bell. A man we had not seen before 
opened the door. We went up to the peaceful little 
room and, a few minutes later, we were all sleeping in 
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real beds, wearing nightclothes and feeling free people 
at last* 

In the morning, I was awakened by a thought. 
My parents were still asleep but I felt extremely clear- 
headed. They were delivered over to me in their 
unconsciousness; their faces, abandoned to heavy 
sleep* distressed me. The rhythm of their breathing, 
the total silence of that house, the stillness of our three 
bodies filled me with a violent despair. That day was 
my twentieth birthday. I had not mentioned the fact 
the day before, not even during dinner. I almost 
wanted them to forget this date; I was already pre- 
pared for a bitter disappointment. Events had gone 
too fast for me; I wanted to stop and recover my 
breath. 

Perhaps, downstairs, a letter had arrived for me. 
A letter with a lot of stamps and several postmarks; 
a letter that had come from a long way off. From 
what country? I had no idea, A letter that had been 
written while we were crossing the frontier. A love- 
letter, a letter of waiting and hoping; a letter full of 
promises. I imagined an impatient, eager man, 
somewhere in this great world. A man who had been 
waiting for me for years, who had been following from 
afar all my adolescent joys and sorrows, a man building 
his life on my life. The image of the man and the 
image of the child became strangely intermingled. 
Sometimes, in my wild dreams, I was leaning over a 
cradle in which lay a child with a grown-up's face; a 
face I had composed out of a thousand details. 
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Saturated with analytical novels, I had often fled 
from an imaginary house, repeating to myself the 
arguments of Ibsen's Nora, And, while we were still 
at Fonyod, when I used to go and swim in Lake 
Balaton, I would often be Flaubert's gentle Emma 
waiting for her lover as I walked through the steep 
wood that led down to the shore, I invented daring 
dialogues. I repulsed the treacherous advances of 
invisible gallants who pursued me and, at the end, I 
flung myself into the lake as one flings oneself into a 
great adventure. 

But the reality was very different. Before we left 
Fonyod, I had wanted to go to a dance organised by 
the young people of the village. Alas, all my pre-war 
clothes appeared to have shrunk. The fact was, it 
was I who had grown. The flowered chintz curtain 
which adorned our rustic dining-room was converted 
into a dress for me. It was the first one that did not 
constrict my chest. My mother gave me her only pair 
of high-heeled shoes. 

I knew already that our exile by the lake was 
drawing to its close. The project of our departure, 
long ago conceived, cherished and ripened, was our 
daily topic of conversation. Nevertheless, I wanted 
to dance just once more in Hungary. I also wanted to 
be nicely bronzed for the evening and I spent the 
entire day on the lake shore, basking like a lizard in 
the warm, fine sand. But a violent sunstroke gave me 
a high temperature and I had to spend that much- 
looked-forward-to evening in bed. The days that 
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followed were thoroughly wretched. The only diver- 
sion that remained to me was to retire completely into 
my dreams. I no longer went to Budapest; now that 
I had finished my studies, what reason was there for 
me to go ? The doors of the future had been herme- 
tically sealed again; even my parents' old friends 
looked on me as a ghost from the past. It was no 
longer possible to say or to hear a personal, human 
word. The sense of my utter uselessness in other 
people's lives left me absolutely crippled and helpless* 
Between my own experiences concerning life, love 
and death there were certainly amazing discrepancies. 
By now I had acquired the habit of dreading every 
moment. I dreaded people's faces; I dreaded lips 
that might utter cruel words. I dreaded the darkness 
that brought nightmares. I had seen decomposition 
at work. For ten days, in front of our house in 
Budapest, I had watched the faces of corpses gradually 
becoming covered with scales like the backs of fishes. 
I had seen the despairing expression and the weeping 
eyes of the horses in Budapest, dying, inch by inch, 
of thirst as the days went by. I had also lived through 
the crazy, meaningless hours of the great bombard- 
ments when the concrete shuddered and the walls 
collapsed. I had seen a baby sucking at the empty, 
dried-up breasts of its mother. All this was mingled 
together in my mind. And if someone had asked me 
the question: "Who is the woman you would wish 
to be like? " I should have answered, without hesita- 
tion, " Madame Bovary! " But when a boy kissed 
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me for the first time, I had nearly fainted; the sensa- 
tion of a stranger's lips on my own had utterly over- 
whelmed me. . . . 

And now, here I was in Vienna. I was twenty years 
old and everyone around me was asleep 1 

I got out of bed and dressed. I went down to the 
kitchen where Madame Wagner was already bustling 
about by her gas-stove. It had been agreed that she 
should give us breakfast. 

" Good morning, madame," I said, sitting down 
on a chain 

" Good morning, mademoiselle/* she replied ami- 
ably, but without a smile. " Would you like your 
coffee?" 

" Yes, please." 

No sooner had I sat down to it, than I realised I was 
hungry. From time to time, the door opened. At 
first, it was a man of about fifty who spoke Polish with 
Madame Wagner. He glanced at me furtively and 
with some distrust, Madame Wagner must have told 
him I was Hungarian and did not know a word of 
Polish for he seemed appeased and went on talking 
volubly without bothering about me. I then con- 
centrated on eating as slowly as possible so as to 
see as much as I could of the life of this strange 
house. 

There was also a taciturn young man whose nation- 
ality I could not guess as he did not utter a word. 

Definitely the most interesting was a young woman 
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with flaming red hair, blue eyes shaded with long 
lashes and a magnificent body, heavy yet graceful, like 
a Roman statue. 

After having sized me up, she smiled at me. But it 
was not a friendly smile; it was the smile of a woman 
who wants to display her teeth to another woman. 
I was enchanted to be the other woman. 

"Just passing through Vienna ?" she threw out 
casually though the question was pointless. 

** We don't know yet whether we're staying per- 
manently or whether we are going on somewhere else,'* 
I answered, my heart beating. 

" You speak German very well/* she went on, as 
she drank her black, unsweetened coffee. 

" I learnt it at school. * . ." 

At that moment, my parents arrived, tense and 
anxious. 

" How could you leave the room like that without 
warning us ? " scolded my father. 

" I haven't stirred out of the house," I answered, 
more sharply than I meant to. 

Meanwhile Madame Wagner had introduced the 
young red-haired woman to my mother, who looked 
slightly mistrustful* 

" You see, madame, little Wanda is the daughter 
of one of my Czech cousins. She is a Czech too, and 
a refugee like yourselves. The poor girl lost her 
husband during the war. She is engaged to a charming 
American who is a great consolation to her and who is 
going to take her to New York. . . /* 

41 



** Delighted . . ." said Mamma, remaining strictly 
within the bounds of conventional politeness. 

Wanda presided over my parents* breakfast. She 
put her elbows on the table and never once removed 
her advertising smile. 

" I'll be back in a moment/' I whispered to my 
father. I ran down the stairs. I wanted at least just 
to look in the letter-box. But, in this old door, there 
was no slit for letters. And suddenly I thought that, 
here, everyone was in transit like ourselves. No one 
had any papers nor any real address. 

I went up to the kitchen again and, at last, for the 
first time, I saw some trace of real life. On the 
first floor, a child was looking out from a door that 
stood ajar next to the kitchen and watching the 
staircase. 

"What language do you speak?" I asked in 
German. 

By way of answer, he shut the door. 
Well, that was that. . . * I went up to our room, 
pausing for a moment on the second floor where there 
were three doors. I overheard scraps of conversa- 
tion in Polish. Then I retired into our own room. 
I looked out through the window; the street was 
quiet, as usual. A solitary, idle dog was sniffing into 
corners; he was hesitating, unable to make up his 
mind. . . . 

Later on, when we went out, my parents told me 
that Madame Wagner had invited us to have tea with 
her. She had promised to tell them where they could 
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get papers to leave Vienna and cross the frontier at 
Linz. We were in the American zone of Vienna but 
the city itself was surrounded by the Russian zone of 
Austria; the whole country, in fact, was divided up in 
the same way as its capital. Our aim was to get to 
the real West and therefore to leave the Russian- 
occupied territories. Madame Wagner had told 
Mamma that a night-train, leaving Vienna in the 
evening, stopped, round about midnight, at Linz. 
There, the Russians rigorously scrutinised the pas- 
sengers' papers. Those who had Austrian identity 
cards could proceed on their way unmolested, but 
with the papers handed out to refugees, it was im- 
possible to get through. There were thus only two 
solutions. Either once again to have a guide who 
would take us on foot and then in a boat, or to procure 
ourselves forged Austrian papers. Both solutions 
required money the money we did not possess. 

We had lunch in the same little restaurant. The 
friendly waitress gave us extra rations of potatoes and 
sausage. 

" Will you still be here the day after to-morrow r " 
she inquired. 

" Yes, alas," my father replied mechanically. 
" Where else could we be? " 

" You're brave, considering your situation/* said 
the waitress admiringly. " Very brave. . , /' 

" It was more difficult crossing the frontier than it 
is living here," explained my mother, 

The waitress nodded. 
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" All the same, you're very brave. . . ." 

Papa lost patience. 

" All right, then, we are brave. But why keep on 
saying so? " 

" Because, from the day after to-morrow, we shall 
be in the Russian zone," declared the girl. " For a 
month." 

Papa dropped his cigar. 

" They change the zones? " 

" Every six months." 

At such a moment, I felt myself completely de- 
tached from what was going on. I felt like a builder 
standing on the outer scaffolding of a house and 
amusing himself by watching the inmates through 
the window. I saw my parents turn pale and the 
waitress's face became so definite, so clear in all its 
details that I can still see her long nose, her thin, 
nervous mouth and her frizzy hair, dull and dry from 
cheap permanent waves. 

" Yes, indeed, my good sir," she repeated. " That's 
the way it is." 

We swallowed our lunch very quickly and returned 
to the house. 

Madame Wagner, in her warm kitchen, huddled 
against her stove, was not surprised to see us. She 
was knitting and her needles devoured the grey wool 
at disconcerting speed. 

Papa asked her to return us the money we had 
given her for the two weeks in advance. 
She shook her head. 
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" Impossible," she muttered. ** Impossible. 

And we could see from her face that this refusal 
distressed her even more than it distressed us. 

" But we have absolutely no resources/' my father 
explained gently, emphasising the words as if he were 
speaking to a backward child. 

" And I have no resources either. A poor widow 
who fends for herself as best she can. ... Ail my 
tenants are leaving to-morrow night. For me, that is 
a catastrophe. . . ." 

Half an hour later, it as my father who was com- 
forting her. 

" But, Madame Wagner, why didn't you tell us 
yesterday about this change ? You must have foreseen 



it." 



She was snivelling, but her eyes were dry. 

" How can you expect me to foresee History? 
And I don't like getting mixed up in high politics. 
In any case, I should have warned you, to-morrow 
afternoon/' 

Finally, my father demanded: 

" But where are we going to live? " 

There was a malicious little gleam in her eyes as she 
replied: 

" At the Station Hostel " 

" You are too kind, Madame Wagner," my father 
answered dryly* 

She continued to knit without flinching. Then she 
added, suddenly timid and helpless: 

" You could go into the French zone. It's quite 
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close, near the Graben. Go to the French, they'll 
help you. 

Half an hour later, my father had left the house. 
And mother and I stayed on in the warm kitchen, 
silent and motionless, like objects forgotten in a corner. 
Mamma was reading the Wienerxeltung^ turning over 
the pages with a sharp flick. Each time she did so, 
the sound of the paper made Madame Wagner start. 
She found our hostility hard to bear; she kept giving 
little sighs and letting her work slip off her lap. Fili- 
ally she got up and began to get the tea. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I noticed the number of cups on the 
table. When my mother saw these preparations, she 
stood up. 

" We'll go upstairs and wait for your father there." 
Madame Wagner flung herself in front of the 

kitchen door. 

" You can't do that to me! Refuse the tea I'm 

getting ready for you. . . . We mustn't part in anger. 

In this life, you never know when we may need each 

other. . . ." 

In our hearts, we were frightened of her. We were 

completely at her mercy for, if Papa could obtain no 

help from the French authorities, it was she who 

would have to get us out of our troubles ! 

We stayed. Later, Wanda arrived, accompanied 

by a thin little American who was eclipsed by his 

uniform as if it were a costume for a fancy-dress ball. 

We shook hands and Wanda made him sit beside her 

and filled his tea-cup for him. 



The economical Madame Wagner did not switch 
on the electric light and we remained physically and 
morally stupefied in the soft dusk. The shadows 
gradually grew deeper and deeper, as if our own 
gloomy words and thoughts were increasing them. 
Wanda was impressive; her eyes shone and she 
lavished every possible attention on the American, 
who muttered incomprehensible words in the depths 
of his throat. Wanda presided over this strange tea- 
party. I admired her. She was the first femme fatal* 
I had seen; she must have had a very murky past. 
She talked to Madame Wagner; her red hair, with 
its metallic sheen, framed a face that, expressive as it 
was, never gave a real smile. Afterwards, the American 
told a long story of which I did not understand a single 
word. At the beginning of it, I paid attention; I 
wanted to be the well-educated girl who had not spent 
eight years learning English for nothing. Unfor- 
tunately, I had to realise that my studies had been 
completely useless. He spoke in a way so different 
from my teacher that it amounted to another language. 

The tea that Madame poured us out from time to 
time was becoming extremely strong. I was aware of 
that stale taste of tea-leaves that have been soaking 
for a long time in hot water; that musky taste that 
curdles one's saliva, coats one's palate, puts one teeth 
on edge and accelerates one's heartbeats. But I went 
on drinking all the same, like someone drinking in- 
numerable toasts to their own projects. I knew that 
I should write a novel about Wanda, about her 
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mysterious, shoddy life. I could feel episodes and 
details springing up in my mind; I had already decided 
that she should have a golden-haired friend of her 
own type; the type of adventuress who is resolved 
to retire, as soon as she is thirty, into a corner of 
what is called " decent " society. 

She was the adventuress who wears her own body 
like armour and who " settles down " as soon as she 
sees the first dints in it; the crow's feet, the slacken- 
ing chin, the breasts growing less voluptuous as they 
grow heavier. At that point she finds the eternal, 
simple-minded soldier who is capable of confusing 
love with the body and taking patience for tenderness. 
This little American here who was carrying off his 
European wife to one of the great cities of his own 
country, as one carries off a piece of loot, would never 
know that it was she who had made the good haul. I 
was already thinking about the fate of their children 
and trying in my mind to describe their faces. I could 
have warmed up the cold tea by holding the cup 
between my burning palms. I had divined the source 
of my own secret'; I was at once feverish and rap- 
turous. It was then, in the gathering dusk of that 
crucial afternoon, that I first drew my invisible line, 
my magic circle. I divided all the human beings I had 
known up till then into two camps; those whom I 
would keep as vague, floating memories and those 
who would take shape again, re-created or modelled 
by myself, on blank paper. I had completely lost all 
sense of reality* I was ensconced in the middle of a 
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chapter I should one day write . . . wanting to get 
away from this atmosphere of charming ghosts, I rose 
from my chair and said to my mother: 

" I'm going up to my room/* 

" Fll join you in a few minutes," she replied. 

Hurriedly, I said good-bye. Wanda's hand was 
warm and flabby; it was already the hand of the little 
bourgeoise she would soon be. The American also 
produced some presumably friendly words out of his 
throat. At last I was outside the door. I ran up the 
dark staircase and plunged into our room. I switched 
on the light and, as I passed the glass that hung over 
the wash-basin, I looked at myself. I was transformed. 
I studied myself for a long time, and suddenly, my 
own face became a stranger's; I had to sustain the 
gaze of someone who looked astonishingly like me. 
When I left my double, I looked feverishly for my 
winter coat. It was in the cupboard, on a hanger. I 
took it out and flung it on the bed. I had no scissors, 
so I tore open the stitches of the hem with my nails. 
Before we left Hungary, I had slipped two school 
exercise books into the lining. It was the diary I had 
kept during the siege of Budapest and which I had so 
often meant to burn at Fonyod. But, though I was 
frightened of keeping a text that might be dangerous, 
I had never mustered up sufficient resolution to destroy 
it. And now, my exercise-books were here in Vienna, 
at liberty 1 I stroked the blue paper covers which 
still displayed their white labels bearing my name. 
Once, a very short time before his death, Pista had 
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taken one of my note-books . . , I don't remember 
which one . . and said: " You're always writing, 
mademoiselle. You mustn't ruin your pretty eyes." 
It was the first real compliment I had received in 
my life. 

When my mother came in, I slipped the exercise- 
books under my pillow. 

" My poor child, I haven't kissed you to-day, and 
to-day's your birthday! " 

" It doesn't matter a bit," I replied, feeling full of 
generosity. I had quite forgotten my bitter resent- 
ment of the morning. " It doesn't matter a bit. , . ." 

She was close to me, sitting on the bed; weighed 
down with care, anxiously listening for my father's 
footsteps. She looked small, fragile and immensely 
tired. My secret was on the tip of my tongue. 

Before I had time to regret it, I announced: 

" I'm going to write a novel, Mamma, For me, 
Wanda is Vienna. I've already got at least fifteen 
characters. Just imagine, how marvellous to write 
the life of a woman who changes her lovers with the 
zones! What do you think of the idea? " 

" Appalling . . . Terrible . . . Disgusting. . . ." 

She was on the defensive now and thanks to that 
shred of experience I had gained in the kitchen, 
I wanted to shock my mother. 

" There are things one mustn't say and one mustn't 
write," she added, firm and decisive. 

But I was gay and sure of myself. I improvised, so 
as to shatter her still more. 
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" I shall have a black man in this book too. He'll 
kill, like a sort of modern Othello*" 

My mother had all her hackles up when my father 
arrived. He brought very good news. The Refugee 
Aid department of the French zone had accepted us. 
They were going to lodge us in one of the hotels placed 
at their disposition and they would give us papers to 
cross the demarcation line at Linz. 

" They're charming," repeated my father* " Charm- 

ing." 

After dinner, in a half-dream, I was already imagin- 
ing a French fianc for Wanda. 

That night, I slept dreamlessly, with the quiet 
conscience of one who has accomplished a task. 
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THE FOLLOWING MOANING, I was dreamy, absent- 
minded and highly irritating to my parents. We set 
off very early to the Mariahilferstrasse and, in a shop, 
we found a cheap cardboard suitcase. It was shiny but 
it had a spurious elegance and it was adorned with 
two locks of some anaemic metal. My father was 
submerged in his worries. We had to leave Madame 
Wagner's house that very afternoon to install ourselves 
in the Hotel Graben. I carried the suitcase and 
thought of the ones we had had before the war in 
Budapest. They were of pigskin; their size and 
weight and their solid brass fittings made them a curse 
to porters. Those suitcases were little portable ward- 
robes, worthy of our slow, stately journeys. I shall 
never forger those journeys, or myself, a shy, spoilt 
child in a first-class carriage with my nose against the 
window and the metallic taste of tunnels in my mouth. 
My imagination would play round the small, silent 
houses the train overtook, spitting out simultaneously 
smoke, soot and the throbbing fury of its engine. 
How pretty they were, the Hungarian stations! They 
awaited us in the hollows of valleys, on the shore of* 
the lake, in the heart of the cornfields, among sheaves 
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stacked in the shape of a cross. If I had got off the 
train blindfold, I should have known each place just 
by its smell. The smell of pines and streams an- 
nounced the mountains; the damp mists that tasted 
like tears, meant Kolozsvar. The smell of shells and 
wet seaweed, that little wind carrying drops of spray, 
that was the lake. In yet another place, the station 
was surrounded by ripe cornfields and sweet with the 
scent of acacia honey. 

" What a sleepwalker! " cried Mamma because, in 
crossing a road, I had looked neither to left nor right. 
44 Wake up, childl " 

" Heedless youth," sighed my father, shrugging his 
shoulders. 

I shut myself up in my silence, without looking at 
the swarming streets. They were full of people, 
terrified of the Russians, who were hurriedly moving 
house and seeking refuge in what, for the next few 
months, would be the western zone. 

We crossed the Burg: already the Russian soldiers 
were appearing in the park full of naked trees. 

" And you're dreaming," my father went on. " You 
forget that we are in Vienna, with a few schillings in 
our pockets, faced with an uncertain future* . , ." 

No, I was far from forgetting that we were in 
Vienna. I was thinking about Wanda and about my 
decision of last night to write a book about her. But 
I had a great problem. How could I depict an amorous 
life with no experience except that one kiss whose 
disturbing memory was still with me? However, to 
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reassure myself, I thought of Emily Bronte. She had 
been able to write Wuthenng Heights^ shut away in a 
vicarage, out of her virgin violence and hatred. 

We arrived back in the Kleeblattgasse. Madame 
Wagner could not be found. My father knocked at 
her door for several minutes without obtaining any 
answer. Soon afterwards, we left the house, with the 
suitcase loaded with our clothes. 

The Graben Hotel was in a quiet, elegant street 
near the Herrengasse. The great vestibule smelt of 
dust. The reception desk, with its empty pigeon-holes 
and bunches of motionless keys, was as sad as the blank 
gaze of a victim of amnesia vainly trying to recall his 
memories. The porter lowered his newspaper and 
watched our approach; then he took the permit my 
father held out to him. While he was reading it, I 
noticed that his hand shook slightly. At the bid- 
ding of an unseen hand, the lift set itself in motion 
with a mechanical sigh and slowly vanished in its 
cage. 

** What is your nationality? " inquired the porter, 

" Hungarian," my father answered, mistrustful. 

Behind the rimless spectacles, the moist eyes 
softened. 

44 I was in Budapest in 1912," said the man. 

He got up and spent a long time searching for a 
key. Key in hand, he returned from the reception- 
desk and signed to us to follow him. He was small 
and bent, and he questioned us with tenacious ob- 
stinacy. 
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" So the French have sent you here. . . . Will you 
be staying long? " 
Papa did not answer. 

On the third floor, he turned to the right and we 
followed him in silence. The great faded red carpet 
muffled the sound of our footsteps. The porter's 
gesture, as he opened the door of Room 43 was that 
of a servant, but his voice was full of contempt as he 
said: 

" If you're not warm, tell the French to give us 
some coal too and not only the hotel guests 1 " 

He walked over towards the window, pulled the 
curtain and opened a door. 

" You've got a bathroom as well. This was a fine 
room before the wan An expensive room, . . ." 
My father, suddenly irritated, dismissed him. 
" All right, my good man, we'll find everything we 
need, . . " 

The porter had gone. So I took the key that was 
still hanging outside in the lock. That key had 
promoted us to occupants ! * . . 

Mamma arranged our possessions in enormous 
wardrobes that contained at least fifty hangers and 
fifteen drawers. 

I shut myself up in the bathroom with a piece of 
soap. By a miracle, the water was very hot. I stood, 
naked, on the little mat that bore the name of the 
hotel, waiting for the bath to fill and, after a few 
minutes, I immersed myself up to the neck in the 
water. It was an extraordinary sensation; an almost 
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painful delight. With my eyes shut and my hair 
drenched, I lay in the bath, covered with this wet, 
caressing warmth. I had the feeling that this bath 
was going to deliver me from all physical misery. 
For over a week, I had been soaked in sweat, which 
had sometimes run down my face mingled with tears. 
Now my feet, tired from long walks> stretched them- 
selves out joyously. I could hear the nervous beating 
of my heart, like a far-off disquieting tom-tom. 

When I came out of my bath, Mamma wanted me 
to lie down for a little. My father had gone out, I 
huddled up under the eiderdown, meaning to get up 
as soon as my mother had had her bath. 

I did not wake up till seven o'clock in the evening. 
Papa was writing, bending over the table in the pink 
glow of the bedside lamp. His tired, absorbed face 
softened my heart. 

" Papa . . ." 

He turned towards me, smiling. 

44 You've slept well, my child. . , ." 

"Where's Mamma?" 

" She's downstairs, in the hotel kitchen. She can 
make us tea or coffee for after dinner* They've given 
her permission/* 

I shall always remember my stay at the Graben 
Hotel. What a strange, indefinite life we led there 1 
Our bodies, at long last, had revolted. They had 
borne up well during the period of high tension but 
here, in this semi-repose in which we had nothing to 
do but to wait for our identity papers, they manifested 
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their displeasure* My mother's ankles were so swollen 
that she stayed in bed for four days. My father, with 
his livid face, was a prey to insomnia and I myself was 
constantly battling against terrible dreams. The 
physical and moral shock we had sustained revealed 
itself in this general loosening-up. 

My father who, even during our exile on the shore 
of the lake, had been able to provide for the family 
needs by giving lessons was now entirely at the mercy 
of organisations. From morning to night, he filled 
up forms and interminable questionnaires. Our aim 
was to leave Vienna for good. Austria had been 
divided up between the four Powers. We wanted to 
get to Innsbruck, in the French zone. The officer 
who dealt with our affairs thought they would accept 
us in the ^Refugee Camp at Kufstein, fifty kilometres 
from Innsbruck, But we first had to get into the 
zone occupied by the Western Powers and, to do this, 
we had to cross the demarcation line of Enz. This 
was a little river near Linz. The railway bridge was 
guarded on one side by the Russians, on the other, 
by the Americans. To choose liberty as the principle 
of a normal life, to say that liberty is an elementary 
human right, is easy. The immense difficulty begins 
the moment one begins to take those words seriously. 

In those days, at least, I did not yet know that any 
human being labelled with the name of " refugee " 
was destined to be a clown, that he was cast as the 
buflPoon of a disintegrated Europe. He was the 
wretched stage character who talks and tells stories, 
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who tries to persuade people; the optimistic hawker 
who believes in his merchandise and cries it to almost 
deaf ears. 

What remains in my mind of Vienna? The raw, 
healthily intoxicating sensation of a discovery. The 
discovery of my first foreign city. As a child, I had 
been the prisoner of a small estate and great traditions. 
My parents travelled while I remained in Hungary, 
I had the baptism of the West without passport or 
luggage. I could have recited whole passages of 
Undine, which was marvellously translated into Hun- 
garian, but the fact that everyone around me spoke a 
language different from my own, enchanted me. 
Vienna without her waltzes, Vienna famished for food, 
was still charming Vienna to us and our time there 
was a time of hopes that did not yet contain any seeds 
of bitterness. 

I was able to buy a few sheets of white paper and a 
pencil. And, while my parents made the rounds of 
the offices and the various organisations, I stayed in 
the hotel bedroom. I wanted to write the novel about 
Wanda. I cherished her and cursed her; she sat 
there beside me, invisible, mocking me with her 
voluptuous smile, proudly confident of her beauty. 
Everything of which I lacked experience the whole 
of life, in fact I replaced by brutality. I revenged 
myself on her, too. I had her nightdress torn to shreds 
by a jealous Negro; she was knocked about by an 
American who, of course, had Indian blood in his 
veins; she was to be deserted by a Frenchman and 
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raped by a Czech. I made remorseless demands on 
her in the way of parting embraces, savage kisses and 
base betrayals. I jotted down notes for all these 
episodes but the list of my future chapters was so for- 
midable that, before my parents returned, I tore it up 
and disposed of it down the lavatory. 

To escape on my own was anything but easy. For 
my parents, a great city in the period just after a war, 
was the headquarters of the white slave traffic where 
bandits laid hidden traps for pure, innocent young 
girls. Oh, how they exasperated me with those old, 
out-of-date stories of theirs! I wanted a tte-k-tte 
with my own Vienna, an assignation with its romantic 
little squares, the memory of a moment that belonged 
only to the two of us. After my purchases of paper, 
I had three schillings left over. One afternoon, I 
went off without telling my parents. All on my own, 
I saw everything with a different eye. And, in the 
glass of a shop window, I saw myself . . . fair-haired, 
fraiUooking and unsure of myself. If I had had some 
red on my lips, I should, I thought, have been almost 
pretty. . . . 

I went into a little cafe and I ordered a Viennese 
coffee, It was there I smoked my first cigarette since , 
our departure from Hungary. It was a Hungarian 
cigarette; it was half empty, because the tobacco had 
come out in my pocket* Opposite me was an old 
woman who was feeding her dog with the crumbs of 
her cake. Half an hour later, I left and returned to the 
hotel at a run. 
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" We were already beginning to get anxious. . . /' 

I suddenly lost my temper. . . . 

" Oh, Lord, do let me alone with your eternal 
fussing. . . ." 

I have always regretted since that I was so Impatient 
with my parents, but it is so difficult being twenty. 

The next day, we went off to have ourselves photo- 
graphed. It was the first automatic apparatus I had 
seen. A smiling Fraulein made me sit down in a tiny, 
violently-lit cage. She took my head in her hands 
and turned me towards a slanting mirror situated at 
the end of this species of box. 

" Smile! " 

I did not want to smile. I was alarmed at the idea 
of seeing my face fixed on shiny paper. I had spent 
those dead years by the lake without once having 
my photograph taken. I used to avoid looking- 
glasses; it seemed to me that, if I did not ever see 
myself, I should suffer less from loneliness. But 
here I was the prey of this glittering wild beast that 
wanted to burn and devour me with its blinding light! 
I endured six clicks and then it was my parents* turn. 

Ten minutes later, they handed us the little photos 
in a transparent envelope. I was confronted with the 
velvet collar of my old winter coat and, above that 
collar, a drawn face in cruel relief, obstinately fair 
hair and black eyebrows* 

My parents were executed in the same manner. 
Three heads of criminals; three faces of morons; 
three grotesque profiles. It was the new technique. 
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Two days later, we received three forged Austrian 
identity cards. I saw my photo again; it bore the 
name of Elise Meyer. Neither the face nor the name 
belonged to me. Were we free or had we lost our 
memories? 

I was the daughter of this Meyer family. At all 
costs, we must avoid uttering a word in the train. 
We were Austrians, going to stay with friends of theirs 
in Innsbruck. " Don't give yourselves away by your 
accent. The Russians are strict; it's their last chance 
of controlling people's movements. They're hard; 
they look suspiciously at all the passengers and their 
papers. Naturally, you're taking a considerable risk. 
If you're lucky. . . . If not, they'll hand you over to 
the Hungarian authorities." 

Fear rendered us silent. On the evening of our 
departure, we crept down the stairs with a cat-like 
tread. 

"Are you leaving?" the porter shot at us. "Haven't 
made a long stay, have you ? " 

We walked along the icy streej^to the tramway. 
We still did not say a word. Our lives were in danger. 
But if, the next morning, we were at Innsbruck, it 
would be real freedom at last! 

Silently, I said good-bye to Vienna, with my eyes 
full of tears. I was at the beginning of those years 
when they filled with tears at the slightest provocation. 

At eight o'clock precisely we were >n the platform, 
jammed in the middle of quite a large crowd. There 
were some American Negro soldiers; near us stood a 
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grave nun, with an enormous starched butterfly on 
her head and, farther away, two Russian soldiers. 

The train arrived, throbbing and clanking, and we 
took our place in a compartment. There was room for 
three on the wooden seats. I sat beside my mother, 
near the window and the nun made up the third. 
Papa took the place opposite me; next to him were 
two civilians; a seedy man and a woman with a big 
basket on her knees. I was aware of an obstinate 
little pain in my neck. It was a vein that was throbbing 
hard, as if I had another heart under my left ear. The 
real heart was drumming against my chest with heavy, 
irregular thuds. I wanted to be sick. I would have 
liked to tell my parents that it would be better to get 
off the train and go back to our vegetative life at the 
hotel, for this tension was unendurable. I could not 
even ask what time it was, because, once installed in 
the train, I could no longer put the question either in 
Hungarian or in my German whose accent would 
betray me. I knew that the train left at half-past 
eight and that we^ should reach the crucial bridge 
twenty minutes before midnight. Three hours and 
forty minutes of travelling* 

The train left the station without a jolt, as if it were 
sliding down a slope. That sensation of accelerated 
speed went right through my whole body. I closed 
my eyes, wanting to sleep or, at least, pretend to sleep, 
but it was impossible. Condemned to silence, I was 
brimming over with ideas. ... I could have kept up 
a feverish and excited conversation all through the 
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night, How humiliating it was to be so frightened 
and to be holding blindly to luck with a kind of inward 
imploration. And all that for a displacement of a few 
kilometres* One was an occupier or a liberator, 
according to whether one were born in the East or the 
West. But, between the two, there was only a shifting 
waste, of waters that ebbed and flowed at the mercy 
of the political tide. As I sat there, with my eyes 
open and my face against the window fogged by my 
breath, I felt nothing but hatred for the train. Outside, 
the universe was black. I could not discern a single 
light. To think that, if the Russians discovered us, 
it meant returning to Hungary 1 When we had 
crossed the frontier on foot, and were too exhausted 
to go on, we had at least been able to lie down on the 
wet earth and hide our faces in a heap of dead leaves. 
But this train was rushing along at a crazy speed like 
a travelling morgue with its corpses sitting on wooden 
benches. I looked down mechanically at my feet. If 
only I could slip under the seat and hide myself! 

Mamma was dozing or, rather, pretending to doze. 
There was a nervous tic in her left eyelid; the spasm 
had a rhythm of its own and made her whole face 
quiver. My father was staring at some invisible point; 
I was in his field of vision but he was looking right 
through me. If only the real Austrians with us did 
not notice our terror 1 . . . What could this respectable 
Meyer family be frightened of? The thin man beside 
my father had finished reading his paper; he folded 
it up and, absent-mindedly, let it slip to the floor. I 
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did not dare either to pick it up or to ask if I could 
look at it, though the time would have passed more 
quickly with that paper. The door of the compart- 
ment opened with a creak and an Austrian inspector 
walked through, leaving the opposite door open too. 
Wasn't that a sign that we should soon be there? 
Mamma opened her eyes, but her left eyelid went on 
rebelliously twitching. The man picked up his paper, 
and the nun clutched the crucifix of her big, heavy 
rosary between her fingers. The man opposite began 
chatting with the woman beside him, who was peeling 
an apple over her basket* Mamma looked at me; 
she was hungry too. The woman shared the apple 
with the man, who ate it greedily. They were all 
talking now and this buzz of voices seemed to emphasise 
our muteness. 

Outside, there suddenly appeared lights. The train 
slowed down ; then stopped. Words of command, 
yelled out by the Russians, rent the night. Once 
again, those voices, their voices. They made us 
shudder in a European train; they made us feel alone 
in the midst of a crowd and turned a journey into a 
nightmare. My father slipped his hand inside his 
jacket, no doubt meaning to take his identity card 
out of his pocket; he did not see my mother's dis- 
approving glance and she had to say, in German: 
" Wait . . . not yet . . * Wait till they ask for it* . . ." 
The man opposite stared at us as if he had noticed 
our presence for the first time and the nun looked at 
her rosary. 
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The critical, agonising moment arrived. The 
Russians came into our carriage. The one who was 
examining the identity cards wore a fur cap ; his eyes 
ran indifferently over the passengers, comparing faces 
with photographs. When he came to our row, he 
glanced at mine, then down at the identity card. He 
found the likeness perfect* Afterwards, he took my 
mother's papers, then my father's. Everything was 
in order. The man beside my father was holding 
another apple in his left hand. Suddenly, I realised 
that he was eating because he was frightened. The 
Russian took his card, looked at it and said a few 
rapid words to the other Russian. The man, frozen 
like a statue with half his apple in his hand, waited, 
as if hypnotised. The buzz in the compartment had 
stopped; everyone was silent, everyone was listening 
but no one dared turn their head or even look. The 
Russian made a sign to the man and said to him, in 
German : 

" Get out " 

The man stood up, his face livid. His eye-sockets 
were dark, like septic wounds; his gaze fastened on 
us avidly; he trembled like an animal caught in a 
trap. I thought he was going to jump out of the 
window, even right through the glass pane, if that was 
the river out there in the darkness. 

" Davaj y " said the Russian, and, pulling down the 
window, he yelled something to the others outside, 
standing by the train. It was the scream of the bird 
of prey, swooping down on its victim. 
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The man left the train, accompanied by a soldier, 
and the inspection went on. We remained in our 
places, utterly spent, like puppets whose invisible 
manipulating strings have been cut. The nun was 
praying; her thin lips were shaping words. For 
whom was she praying ? For the unknown man ? 

This eternity of waiting plunged me into a state of 
trance I had never experienced before* The sweat 
ran down my back and my face was damp all over. I 
did not want to go on seeing my parents' ravaged 
faces. I shut my eyes so that I could abandon myself 
completely to my dreams. I would have liked to go 
to a country where there were no more controls* In 
any case, I wanted to leave Europe, At Kufstein, we 
should have the possibility of choosing a country as 
one chooses a fabric in a shop. Perhaps the solid 
island upheld byjhe pillars of a great tradition, Eng- 
land. ... Or far from Europe; Australia or South 
America. 

The train started off again, slowly and jerkily, like 
an invalid making his first tentative steps. We were 
on the bridge; the flickering lights of Linz were 
drawing nearer. It was evident that we really were 
saved. 

The train stopped again. The nun turned her head 
towards me. I risked a faint, shy smile. She smiled 
back at me. 

The door of the compartment opened and the three 
representatives of the three Powers entered. The 
French officer saluted everyone, just brushing his 
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finger against his cap. The English one held out his 
hand for our papers and the huge American un- 
screwed a large oblong tin. Without warning us, he 
sprinkled us as if we were herrings to be salted. He 
pulled my father's coat open and threw a little more 
of this yellow dust inside it. Papa was so much sur- 
prised by this that he did not even make an instinctive 
gesture of annoyance. The nun's shoulders turned 
yellow too. Mamma received most of the powder on 
her back and the rest on the bodice of her dress. The 
American could shake the D.D.T. without risk to 
himself for he was wearing gloves. He undid the top 
button of my winter coat and I received the cold, 
stinging powder on my neck. I must have given a 
sudden jerk, for my cheek too was covered with 
D.D.T. It was the last straw and my resistance com- 
pletely gave way. I buried my head on Mamma's 
shoulder and burst into tears. 

Later, when the train was safely running through 
the American zone, we ventured out into the corridor 
so as to be able to talk, but, since the disinfecting 
process, we had nothing left to say to each other. We 
were on the soil of a free Europe; the train had 
become friendly, almost a trusted ally. I opened the 
window; the cold air was like a bath in pleasant, re- 
freshing reality. Back in the compartment, I huddled 
into my corner and, utterly tired and worn-out, I tried 
to sleep. A passenger switched off the main light and 
we sat motionless, like embalmed corpses, faintly lit 
by a mysterious blue glimmer, like the night-light in a 
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hospital ward. After all, what were we but hospital 
cases on the long sick-list of History? 

A young couple, who had got into the train at Linz, 
were already asleep. For both of them, it was an 
ordinary, uneventful journey; they had not had to 
cross the Styx to find happiness again. The pregnant 
wife held her large, soft hands over her stomach to 
protect the sleep of the unknown human being who 
was going to be born. How miserable that journey 
was for me^ with my clothes sticking to my uneasy 
body, with those blue shadows on my face that had 
never known any real girlhood and the dull aching of 
a mind that was already inclined to melancholy! , . 
In the dimness, my fathers features composed a 
strange mask in which old age mingled with startled 
surprise. My mother, in her sleep, was clinging 
pathetically to her dream, as if she realised she must 
not move in case she woke up. So as not to crush her 
starched cornette, the nun kept very upright as she 
dozed, but every now and then she felt herself swaying 
forward. This gave her a kind of fright, but she 
promptly recovered her balance. 

Outside, the night betrayed none of its secrets. 
Outside there was liberty, but it was vague and 
featureless. What were we seeking here? Where 
had we come from and whither were we going? In 
my half-sleep, I was all incertitude. I should have 
liked to be twenty years older, to have formed definite 
opinions and habits. I should have liked to call up 
my memories but there was nothing in me but an 



immense avidity. I was at once rebellious and thank- 
ful; I reached out towards everything, ready to taste 
and savour and touch. I wanted to chase away the 
shadows and replace them by sharp, physical im- 
pressions. 

And then, miraculously, outside it began to be day. 
At first it was only a little grey rift, infinitely far away. 
Then the train was galloping in the heart of a rosy 
mist; the dawning colours seemed to be pasted against 
the damp pane; the blue lamp lost its malevolent 
power and the sleeping faces became marvellously 
young; free of wrinkles and free of thoughts. It was 
as if angelic, brainless children were travelling in a 
blue and silver tunnel. The nun leant back, relaxed, 
against the hard wooden seat; she was dreaming; 
her pearly, transparent skin had a soft blue shimmer 
on it like reflections from a sapphire. Everything 
gleamed and shone; it was the festival of the dawn. 

The young husband, opposite me, stretched and 
yawned. But the miracle had been accomplished. It 
did not matter that the magic had gone out of the 
atmosphere; I knew, I had seen with my own eyes 
that there were daybreaks like that. . . . And so, 
from that day on, I have loved the dawn. . , . 
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THE REAL MORNING, grey, cold and hostile, overtook 
us in the midst of immense mountains* The horizon 
had shrunk till it was no wider than the railway track. 
The Inn, green, capricious and turbulent, with its 
fierce torrents and its waves edged with white foam, 
followed the train, which was going at full speed. 
Sometimes, on the top of a proud peak, the ruins of 
a fortified castle would appear. The atmosphere of 
the compartment was thick and poisonous with stale 
breath* The future mother, heavy in her pregnancy, 
was visibly hungry; she was nibbling a biscuit and 
trying not to lose a crumb of it. All the faces were 
swollen from a bad night's sleep; I looked at my 
hands; they were dirty. My fingers were hurting 
me; it was a grumbling pain, discreet but obstinate. 
I owed it to the damp cellar where I had lived during 
the siege of Budapest; the water ran down the walls 
stained with saltpetre* I had never felt the cold, 
impressive contact of a valuable ring, but that pain 
that I carried in my joints, that went with me every- 
where and that woke me up took the place of the ring. 
At last, we arrived at Innsbruck, Mamma stepped 
down from the train as nervously as a shipwrecked 
passenger having to climb down a rope-ladder to reach 
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the lifeboat. As we left the station, which stood in 
the centre of the town, I felt crushed by those assertive 
overpowering mountains that encircle Innsbruck. In 
Hungary, you have to travel for a whole day to catch 
sight, far away, of the bluish chain of mountains; you 
have time to get used to them. But here they were 
right on top of us, as cold and indifferent in their 
whiteness as enormous sugar-loaves. 

It was very cold. The sun shone on the snow- 
covered peaks. The streets were bustling and full of 
tourists. A band of youths passed by us ; they were 
carrying skis on their shoulders. A girl looked at us 
with interest; her red pullover was as vivid as a 
scarlet poppy. In my winter coat, which was black, 
I felt like a crow in all this immaculate whiteness. 
But soon the snow melted under our feet. After that, 
we floundered in puddles of greyish water. Near the 
station, we hastily swallowed a cup of coffee; we had 
to get as soon as possible to the office that registered 
and placed the refugees. We had to reach the camp 
at Kuf stein that very afternoon. 

Then began a perfect orgy of questioning and inter- 
rogations. We filled up forms till we had cramp in 
our fingers. The offices were well heated; the em- 
ployees all had the same monotonous voice; it was a 
soporific atmosphere after a sleepless night. How 
difficult it was to reconstruct how one had spent one's 
time during the last ten years 1 ... Where were you 
in 1938 ? ... At school . . , I was nine and a half at 
that time . . . Of which party were you a member? 
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... I was a Girl Guide . . What have been your 
principal changes of abode since that year? . . . The 
space for the answers was very limited; one had to 
invent another, more concentrated language in order 
to satisfy the authorities. I could say yes ; I could say 
no; I could cross out something that did not apply. 
But there was no room for any of the finer shades! 
These questionnaires demanded an answer in morse 
code; a biography in telegraphese. 

About four o'clock in the afternoon, the official 
gave us new identity cards. He put a pad in front of 
us and indicated the empty square under the photos. 

** Your fingerprints, please. . . ." 

Feeling suddenly very hot, I brushed my thumb 
lightly over the pad. The official saw that we were 
novices at the job of being refugees. He helped me 
by taking my thumb in his cold hand and forced me 
to rub it hard on the greasy pad. While my parents 
in their turn were performing the same operations, 
I studied the design of my thumb. There were wavy, 
parallel lines that formed concentric rings in the 
middle. Did the fingerprint of a criminal differ 
greatly from mine ? This paper also bore witness to the 
fact that we had been disinfected. As we left the office, 
I had a fit of giddiness and Mamma had to sit down 
on the bench in the corridor. We had had nothing to 
eat since this morning and it was now half-past four. 
In three-quarters of an hour, our train left for 
Kufstein. How often we had heard of that little town 
at school 1 This was because the Hapsburgs had im- 
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prisoned a great many Hungarian patriots in its castle. 
Soon we found ourselves back in the street leading 
to the station. Only a little while ago, the weather 
had been marvellous; weather for winter sports and 
scarlet pullovers, just as the prospectuses announced. 
But now dirty, ragged clouds covered the sky and a 
spiteful wind flung hail full in our faces. It was 
refugees' weather. . . . 

An ill-heated little train took us to Kufstein, where 
we arrived at half-past seven, in a snow-storm. Out- 
side the station, a railwayman showed us the way to 
the camp and we set off through the badly-lit streets. 
I walked with my teeth clenched and kept blowing 
my nose to stop it from freezing. We did not say a 
word to each other. In the misty light of the street 
lamps, I looked out for a signpost or an arrow indi- 
cating the way to the camp. 

And then the moment came when we found our- 
selves in front of a lowered barrier. We had reached 
our goal. A sentry came out of his box, examined our 
papers in the light of his pocket-torch and said some- 
thing to us in Russian. It produced a very disagree- 
able impression. Here, too? Were we not far 
enough away, even now? The man pointed out a 
distant, lit-up hut, raised the barrier and we crossed 
the frontier of the camp of Kufstein. In that snow- 
storm we could only just make out the multitude of 
sombre buildings; only here and there did a window 
show a light. Soaked to our very bones, we entered 
the office of the camp where a woman official received 
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us. We stood in front of her; she had red hair and 
wore spectacles with metal frames. 

" You're Hungarian, all three of you, aren't you? " 
she said. 

" Yes." 

" Til call the head of the Hungarian section at 



once/* 



She spoke German with a strong accent and, at last, 
she made us sit down. I could still go on living, but 
I no longer wanted to. I wanted to go to sleep here 
permanently, in this still warmth. I was no longer 
even hungry. 

The Hungarian, who came in, shook the snow off 
his shoes, said " Good evening " to the woman, and 
held out his hand. 

" You've arrived late," he said. " Have you had 
anything to eat? " 

" No." 

" Fin going to take you over to the canteen so that 
you can at least have some soup to-night." 

We followed him. The canteen resembled the one 
at the Station Hostel and the woman who gave us the 
soup spoke Russian. . . , 

44 Why are there so many Russians here ? " in- 
quired my mother. 

Our new friend shrugged his shoulders. 

" They're Ukrainians; most of them were in 
Vlassov's army." 

I did not know who Vlassov was and I had no 
desire to know. 
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After we had had some very hot soup, we went out 
once more into the snowstorm. The Commandant 
walked in front of us, with a torch in his hand. I 
could feel the water running inside my shoes; the 
soles had already been so thin in Vienna ! He walked 
the length of a row of huts ; the feeble lights were not 
bright enough to outline the mysterious shapes that 
were blotted out by the whirling snow, 

" Here we are/' he said, making his way into one 
of the huts. 

We found ourselves in an immense, dark corridor, 
crammed with doors on either side and buzzing with 
various noises. Here, everything smelt of onions and 
urine. The man tried to open the seventh door on the 
right. The rebellious key went on turning round and 
round endlessly in the lock. It needed ten minutes' 
work before we could go in. What we entered then 
was a cold room, with three iron bedsteads, meagrely 
lit by a feeble bulb fixed to the ceiling. There was 
also a wardrobe. In the middle stood a table stained 
with large, oily smears, and two chairs. 

" You're extremely lucky," he observed. " Your 
predecessors, who went away a week ago, have. left 
you a stove." 

The stove was indeed there, huddled in a corner, 
like a sick animal. 

Our guide made a slight gesture and said, in an 
uncertain voice. 

" I forgot to introduce myself. My name is 
Karpai . . . Colonel Karpai. ..." 



My mother nodded and smiled, but, a moment 
later, she asked: 

" Do you really think one can live here ? " 

My father stood there, motionless; he was still 
carrying the suitcase. Everything was so dirty that 
he still did not dare put it down. 

The colonel was optimistic. 

" It's always difficult when one first arrives, madame, 
but to-morrow, I'll help you. . . . You must set about 
organising your future life. . . . The shops are only 
open in the morning. . . ." 

" The shops? " repeated my father ironically. " We 
have no money." 

" Then so much the better,** replied Karpai, " so 
much the better. You'll get everything you need 
here free. 1*11 say good night to you now. Don't 
forget that, at last, you have no more troubles . . . 
you're at home. . . . The water is at the end of the 
corridor, by the W.C." 

He went away and we remained in oar " home." 

Mamma sat down on one of the grey mattresses; it 
was all covered with stains. With disgust, she fingered 
the blankets that were stiff with the chilled sweat of 
other people. My father examined the surroundings 
as if he were looking for some lost article. It was at 
that moment that we heard, for the first time, the close, 
almost confidential voice of an unknown woman. The 
woman was humming, but where was she? Mechani- 
cally, I glanced under the beds. I opened the cup- 
board; there was nothing but some grey blankets. 
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The voice followed my movements; it was humming 
a sentimental song: " Lili Marlene." And, now, a 
man was speaking: 

" Fve told you already you mustn't lick the 

knife " 

We listened, paralysed. How could one lick a 
knife and hum at the same time ? 
The man became annoyed. 

" If you go on sucking that knife, I'll slap you. . . /' 

There was some muttering, then the woman began 
to sing, articulating the words very clearly. 

" Uber der kaserne^ in dem grossen Tal. Steht eine 
Laterne. . . ." 

There came the noise of a resounding slap. A child 
howled and the woman went on : 

" Wie einst^ Lili Marlene . . . wie einst, Lili Marlene. 
* . * 

A second feminine voice intruded on the scene. 

44 If you smack Geza again, you just see what Til 
do!" 

" I shall smack him, because he's insufferable. 
And you won't do a thing, . . ." 

And, once again, the indefatigable singer repeated: 

" Wie einst, Lili Marlene. . . ." 

She was our neighbour on the right. The family, 
where a child was licking a knife, were our neighbours 
on the left. 

" She hasn't a large repertoire," said Papa, lighting 
the remains of a cigar. 



How far away morning seemed! Should we ever 
get to it ? 

I stood up on one of the chairs and hung a blanket 
up on some big rusty nails in the embrasure of the 
window. Under my bed, I discovered a little heap of 
coal and some wood, wrapped up in an old newspaper. 

While mother was fussing round the beds, I lit the 
fire. But, two minutes later, the stove belched out 
whirling gusts of dense smoke. Instead of being 
warmed, we had to open everything so as to make a 
draught. We left the room a prey to the savage wind 
and took refuge, shivering, in the corridor. The 
neighbouring family's door opened and a young woman 
came out, carrying a chamber-pot. She stared at us 
and vanished in the direction of the W.C. A few 
minutes later, she returned. 

" Are you, by any chance, Hungarian ? " she asked 
us, hiding the empty chamber-pot behind her back. 

** Alas, we are," said my father. 

I could see he was at the end of his tether. 

" Wait a moment/' said the woman. She went into 
her room and reappeared, two minutes later. 

44 Come into our room for a little. , * ." 

We accepted her invitation joyfully. In their home, 
it was warm. A small, kindly man shook hands with 
us. A little boy, just beginning to walk, climbed up 
on the bed with disconcerting speed. Mechanically, 
I looked round for the knife* 

Then our neighbours offered us their boiling-hot 
coffee and their open hearts with the spontaneous 
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generosity of Hungarians. He was a shoemaker in 
Budapest; they had come there a year ago with the 
child asleep under a drug. They explained the rules 
of our new life to us ; they promised to leave us all the 
things they did not need any more; they were going 
off, in three days, to Venezuela. 

We stayed talking to them for a long time. The 
child fell asleep in his mother's arms. We spoke in 
low voices, as if we were afraid life would overhear 
us during these indefinite moments when we were 
waiting on the brink of events. Stupefied by the 
warmth and the unexpected peace, I looked at them all. 
The faces were drawn by a giant hand that, by prefer- 
ence, used black shadows but emphasised eyes and 
foreheads with patches of white light. The shoemaker 
was telling us about Venezuela; his wife listened 
devotedly; the child, pink and heavy, slept with parted 
lips, from which a trickle of saliva drooled. 

"What a fate! . 

Who had said those words? Words and faces 
melted away into a soft, unreal blur. 

" Let's go ... you're almost asleep," said my 
mother. 

We returned to our own icy room and lay down on 
the beds, wearing our winter coats and with our hats 
pulled down over our ears. I was shivering so much 
that I drew one of the dirty blankets over my head. 

" Dear God, make the morning come soon . . . 
make the morning come soon. . . ." 
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OUR FIRST DAYS at Kufstein were like a nightmare. If 
we did not have to make a fire by rubbing two sticks 
together, it was thanks to our friends who guided us 
through the labyrinth of the camp. During the war, 
this sinister city of huts had belonged to the German 
army and, after the war, it had become the haven of 
the refugees. Kufstein, in my eyes, was an enormous 
orphanage, in which the children abandoned by their 
unnatural mother, Europe, could begin their life again 
in the artificial incubator of an international organisa- 
tion. All these elderly orphans were fed, clothed, 
registered and examined in precisely the same way. 
I was not at all ungrateful to Fate for, at that period, 
the quality of all our personal feelings depended 
entirely on a comparison that was easy to make. The 
freedom of the West was, for us, a living miracle and 
Hungary no longer appeared as anything but a vast 
prison. But the fact that Hungary was no longer 
anything but a prison and that life compelled us to 
live as parasites was a tragedy. We kept saying to 
each other, in the same breath: " What a joy to be 
here . . ." and * 4 We're reduced to this place. . ," I 
simply let myself drift aimlessly on the tide of events. 

Si 



The medical examination had established that I was 
in good health; a little under-nourished but, then 
who was not? . . . Fragile in appearance, but robust 
enough for work, I can still feel on my back the cold 
touch of the fingers that sounded me. I felt con- 
vinced that I should retain blue bruises for the rest 
of my life. The X-ray photograph demonstrated that 
I had a heart and lungs of iron. The oculist stared 
into my eyes with a little lighted mirror* The room 
was dark and he held my head with one hand and bent 
over my eye with the intense curiosity of someone 
spying on a secret through a keyhole. I could smell 
his breath and a blinding bead of white light wandered 
about inside my brain. Suddenly, I had the terrifying 
notion that what he was really doing was spying on my 
soul. A little later, when I tried to read the illuminated 
letters on his blackboard, I discovered that my eyes 
had grown weaker in the cellar; I had written too 
much by the light of a single candle. 

All those eyes' staring at the blackboard, how habi- 
tuated they all were to gazing on grief! . . The 
camp spent a great deal of money on glasses and 
Lithuanians, Ukrainians, Hungarians, Spaniards and 
Russians contemplated their liberty through steel- 
rimmed spectacles. 

The countries that seemed most accessible were full 
of reservations about us. Australia had a great weak- 
ness for teeth. She did not like them to have stoppings 
in them. Australia wanted strong, vigorous beings, 
full of joie-de-vivre) with white teeth solidly planted 
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in impeccable jaws. Australia repelled the unmarried 
with disgust; to be welcomed there, you had to have 
a wedding-ring, I got all the information I couKi 
about England. The island that was so high in my 
esteem and so misty in my imagination was lacking 
in nurses for mental hospitals. England had a definite 
preference for male nurses because, as I learnt, the 
insane are extremely strong when they are enraged, 
which they frequently are. There was still another 
possibility, to be a miner. As for emigration to 
America, it was conditioned by so many rules and 
regulations that the mere list of the main questions 
and the essential conditions to be complied with made 
up a thick little book. I had to think about learning a 
trade. But, in our hearts, we had no desire to emigrate. 
We were fated to be Europeans and my parents were 
glad that they had passed the age-limit for the exodus. 
Here, at Kufstein, there was the name of a different 
country on every lip. . . 

Thanks to our friend the shoemaker, we had become 
capitalists. He and his wife had given us an enormous 
number of useful things before they left. So we were 
able to bring back our lunch and our dinner from the 
canteen and eat them in our room, and, with the aid 
of the electric heater, we made our breakfast our- 
selves. 

I had become incredibly sensitive and thin-skinned 
and my reflexes were so instantaneous that the mere 
contact of an object or even the mere awareness of a 
look was enough to make me tremble. I wa$ tense 
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and restless in this false security and I had not the 
bliss of being alone, since I was shut up in the same 
room with my parents. How miserable and detestable 
it was to have to dress and undress while the others 
turned their backs! And, besides, one was always 
being woken up during the night by noises coming 
from all over the place. Our neighbour on the right, 
the indefatigable singer, was a mad Lithuanian woman 
who had seen her entire family executed and who had 
been planted here by chance or by a pitiful Fate. She 
related her story to everyone. When I caught .sight 
of her, I fled; her blue eyes that looked like a hunted 
animal's gave me gooseflesh. The room that had 
bdbagtd to the family who had gone to Venezuela 
was now occupied by a young Jugoslav couple. They 
appeared to make love from morning till night, and 
from night till morning with the same rhythm and 
the same moanings. Those intolerably long winter 
days took away from me any impulse and even the 
wry power to smile. 

My parents had made the acquaintance of the 
Hungarian colony and, one after the other, all these 
people told their story: " When I crossed the frontier 
. , . the moon ... the dogs . . . Was the barbed-wire 
already up when you crossed? . . . The guide . . . 
But, of course, we're going ... to the Argentine, 
ffcrf^ps , , , the country of the future . . . My son is 
w engineer . . . That is, he has still one more year to 
do Innsbruck University. . , . 

The young mm in question always appeared at 
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Kufstein on Saturday nights* He was tall, clumsy, 
already beginning to grow bald, and in sight of his 
diploma. He wanted to get married before he went 
abroad. All these youths had the same fixed idea; 
to select a continent and a wife. . . What was I 
doing in their midst? . * . A medical student also 
wanted to marry me because he had picked Australia. 
How I loathed myself, seeing myself through their 
eyes! Dressed in clothes from unknown donors, I 
felt like a grotesque mannequin in a dress parade of 
charity garments. 

Those garments arrived regularly in great corded, 
disinfected bales and they brought us friendly messages 
from all the peaceful corners of the earth. Once, I 
spent a whole afternoon helping to distribute them. 
I shall never forget that mountain of shoes, all new, 
but dating from the First World War, They were 
museum pieces that had aged without ever being worn, 
preserved alike from sunshine and from rain. There 
were ladies' shoes in yellow kid, trimmed with white 
doeskin; there were bootees; there were gaiters with 
little black buttons, and boots for slim ankles hidden 
under softly rustling skirts. When a pair of mauve 
satin boots appeared, the feeble electric bulb in the 
hut lost its yellow light and began to glitter like a 
chandelier and I could see an enormous golden circus 
ring and a blonde, voluptuous bareback rider who went 
through her act, dreaming of those lilac boots* The 
factory must have gone bankrupt before she could buy 
them and, twenty years later, the boots were resuming 
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their interrupted career at the camp of Kufstein. But 
who would wear them ? 

The dresses with their waists round their hips came 
out of those old Charlie Chaplin films in which the 
heroines had heart-shaped mouths and foreheads 
covered with coy little curls under hats pulled down 
over their ears. But those dresses were not new. 
Under their arms, stained half-moons indiscreetly 
bore witness to emotions of long ago; to other people's 
heat and other people's sweat. All this stuff had been 
disinfected by the passage of time and by the foresight 
of the authorities. Nevertheless, I handled those 
clothes with the deliberate stoicism of a nurse, who 
uses her reason to master her disgust, in the name of 
science, so as to preserve her self-control. After the 
free shop in the camp was closed, I dressed myself 
up i la Mae West under the amused eyes of a fat 
Ukrainian woman who was in charge of the shop that 
wet I put on long sude shoes and tried to balance 
my weight on their fantastically high heels. I put on 
one erf the outmoded vamp's dresses the metallic 
smell of the disinfectant filled my nostrils and, for 
want of a glass, I looked at myself in the smoked 
surface of the window-pane. 

The woman looked at me too; her cunning eyes 
taking in every detail of my appearance. She had three 
k*^f white hairs on her dun and her yellowish false 
teeth behind her bloodless lips made her look like an 
<oW shcHcat waiting to pounce on the last mouse of her 
fife. She came dose to ine .and suddenly put her big, 
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bony hands round my waist. I recoiled, startled, and 
she told me, in a few words of German, that I was 
pretty. 1 hastily put on my ordinary clothes again, 
and, leaving the shop in disorder, I hurried back to 
our room. Later on, we received some modern 
clothes but I wanted to keep my Budapest winter 
coat. It had been made by an admirable tailor for my 
fifteenth birthday; it was well nipped-in at the waist, 
there was a double row of buttons down the front and 
the collar and cuffs were of navy-blue velvet, More 
or less well equipped with these worn garments, and 
with a shy smile on our lips, we took part in the life 
of the camp, My father found a lending-library in 
the little town of Kufstein so, at least, we were able 
to read, I often went to the little chapel that had been 
set up in one of the huts, and, with despairing tenacity, 
I tried to find some relief, some feeling of peace in it. 
But my trouble was elsewhere and neither the wheezy 
harmonium nor my forced fervour allayed it com- 
pletely. 

Spring was coming and I had the stifling sense of 
not having caught up with life. Dawn was lighter 
and, by four o'clock, I was already awake. Restrained 
by my parents* breathing, I would lie motionless on 
my mattress with my eyes open, waiting, I was in- 
cubating an undefined love as one incubates an illness. 
I wanted- to love someone? But whom? Whom 
could I love? like a captive, I wanted to go away 
with the daylight to sonic other life. In the seeming 
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immobility of those sorrowful days, I was preparing 
my own escape. 

With the pocket-money the camp gave its grown-up 
orphans, I went off for a day in Innsbruck. I wanted 
to biathe freely, to be away from my parents and to 
see the French Consulate at close quarters. 

From the age of five, I had learnt to love France as 
oae loves a distant, brilliant, radiantly kind relative. 
At fourteen, Balzac had been for me the rich, solid 
nourishment that strengthens the adolescent mind and 
makes it grow; I was swallowed up in that monu- 
mental work. Afterwards, came the lightning-stroke 
of Stendhal; then I ventured into the unknown terri- 
tory of Maupassant and came to love the pages of 
Giraudoui as one loves the memory of a man who died 
yming, Mamma sometimes used to sing Lucienne 
Bayer's songs Je me sens dans tes bras, si petite, si 
fetife wtprk de tm and, with many tremors, I read 
Les Th&auU. At ten, I saw the harsh face of Jouvet; 
he was the hero of a film that was certainly unsuitable 
for children. Nor shall I ever forget those great 
evenings in the theatre, when I was hidden in a corner 
<rf the box, and the marvellous moment when the 
curtain rose on Madame Sans-G$ne or on La Dame aux 
Camillas. And how I loved Les Femmes Savantes and 
T*mt too. It was all this that I wanted to find 
again m the Fisnch Consulate at Innsbruck. 

In the Htde eutraaace hall, the lethargic receptionist 
** me sit dwro at a little table with two question- 
to up. It was there that I saw Georges 
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for the first time. He was sitting very upright on a 
bench, wearing a high-necked pullover and there 
was something pathetic about his oval face and fair 
hair. He was looking at me with his grey eyes 
and holding a passport in his hand. As I began to 
study my questionnaires again, I was aware of his 
gaze. 

He got up and came over to me. 

" Would you like me to help you to fill up the 
questionnaire ? " 

" How did you know I was Hungarian ? " I asked 
without looking at him, 

" By your accent. . . . When you spoke to the 
receptionist. ... If I can be of any use. . . ." 

The door of the office opened and a woman called 
him in. He disappeared. 

I was left alone with the two forms and I filled them 
in in block letters. I explained that I wanted a job 
in France and that I should be an ideal children's 
governess. After a while, Georges returned and it 
was my turn to be summoned into the office. I was 
very soon made aware that I was nursing a ridiculous 
hope in trying to settle in France. Had I been a 
miner or a farm labourer, it would have been child's 
play, but, according to the woman who interviewed 
me, France was overflowing with governesses, I had 
a mental vision of an army of foreign girls Swedish, 
English, Irish, Dutch inarching on Paris under the 
special banner of nursery governesses. Without a 
nationality, what chance should I have in this avalanche 
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of women? The bourgeoisie does not like stateless 
nurses. 

** But we're in the French zone/' I dared to point 
out, " I thought it was easier to get to Paris from 
the French zone/* 

** It's not a question of zone, mademoiselle. The 
principles of a country that is defending its integrity 
are always honourable. . . . You must realise that, if 
we let everyone come in , ." 

I left her with the extremely unpleasant feeling of 
being defeated. 

Georges was waiting for me in the entrance-hall 
and among the draughts of chill spring wind he intro- 
duced himself with as much easy grace as if he had 
been in a drawing-room in Budapest, I learnt his 
naiae and his surname, 

** May I walk along with you? " 

** I'm going to the station; I must get back to 
Kufstein by the five o'clock train/' 

We walked towards the station in the fine rain* 

" Are you going to France? " he inquired. 

** I should have liked to go, but it's too compli- 
cated/* 

The lights of Innsbruck were coming on and the 
asphalt gleamed. 

In a moment of absent-mindedness, I looked at 
Georges. He was a charming boy- He told me that 
fee w*s soon going off to Peru, where his best friend, 
whom ha bad been at school for eight years, had 
a silver mine, 
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In the rain that had begun to fall, the enormous 
mountains were being blotted out by thick, grey 
clouds. I was once more conscious of the dampness, 
I had been given some Australian shoes at the camp 
shop, but I had put on my Budapest ones to come to 
the Consulate. 

" It's very hot in Lima," he told me. " I shall have 
a horse and a riding-whip and Indian servants.* * 

"How old are you?" 

** Twenty-three. . . ." 

" And what did you do in Budapest? " 

** I was a law student. I was supposed to become 
a high-up in the Diplomatic like my father and law is 
essential for that career. . . . But I've left Hungary 
for good and I'm going to Peru. . . . n 

We arrived at the station. I took out my return 
ticket and showed it to the collector. Georges returned 
with a platform ticket. I held out my hand to 
him: 

" Good-bye, and have a good journey. . . ." 

" Thank you," he said, and he remained standing 
there in the rain. I watched him through the train 
window. 

That night, at Kufstein, I was very depressed. 
My father knew of this boy's family; he said his 
father was a well-known man. Before I went to sleep 
I thought that, if he had not been going to Peru, I 
might have loved him. 

During the Siege, I had seen so many dead young 
men lying on the pavements of Budapest aad had 
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such a vivid recollection of those astonished, glassy- 
eyed faces and those wide-open mouths, frozen in the 
effort of snatching one last breath, that it would have 
been hard for me to be insensible to Georges's living 
charm. The very time we were living in was his ally, 
His youth was not a mere detail, but a positive merit. 
The rolled collar of his pullover added the necessary 
imaginative touch and his plan of going-off to Peru 
lent him an aureole of unflinching courage. There 
was a discreet, romantic elegance about his gesture 
of farewell as he stood on the platform with his golden 
head bare in the rain. 

I had told him my name before the train left, so he 
was able to write to me. His first letter arrived a week 
later, from Paris. I had a strange shock, almost a 
feeling of faintness when I saw his writing, The 
letter, insignificant in itself, assumed the importance 
of a message from beyond the grave. Georges's hand- 
writing was exactly like my uncle's. How many 
times, cm his desk in the Rue Notre Dame, I had seen 
similar weH-balanced lines that looked almost engraved 
in the very black ink on the white paper. It was a 
handwriting full of wisdom and kindliness, whose 
round letters were linked by tiny, subtle curves. 
Those little stgns> obedient bearers of calm thoughts 
and historical references, invariably grew smaller 
towards the end of a page and resumed their normal 
sise ft the beginning of the next. My unde wrote to 
me frequently, I was pleased and proud when I re- 
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ceived cards from him announcing presents and 
agreeable surprises* 

The outmoded handwriting of this almost unknown 
young man spoke of Paris and his approaching depar- 
ture. The result of that letter was that I took to 
drawing his profile, gilded by a foreign sun, every- 
where and on everything. I needed neither pencil 
nor paper; I traced its invisible contours on the 
darkness of night, against the green leaves of a late 
spring and, when I went to the lending library, on the 
very road before my feet* 

This unexpected letter, whose passport was the 
resemblance between the two handwritings, produced 
quite a sensational effect on my parents. " What? . . . 
You got into conversation with a total stranger and he 
has the audacity to write to you? What impertinence 
and what times we live in! ... Yes, the father is 
a remarkable man, but that doesn't prove the son is 
too! * . . All the same, there is no doubt that he is 
decent and honourable because his handwriting is 
really good, extraordinarily good. . . An astonishing 
resemblance. . . ." 

I listened to all this with unfeigned indifference, 
even with a slight contempt, and, according to my 
capricious moods, I now loved, now hated my parents. 
My frustrated, inwardly seething life, had destroyed 
my capacity to smile politely and say friendly nothings* 
I was always on the defensive and in a state of sus- 
pended animation; I knew that the mere fact of 
having survived a world disaster meant nothing what- 
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ever in terms of personal happiness. Time passed. 
I wrote little odds and ends of news and Georges, 
who, in mj mind, was already far away, became my 
otic and only living memory. 

I could no longer endure the presence of my parents. 
I saw in them the obstacle to the future I might build 
up and, to frighten them and to show them that I was 
conscious of being twenty, I kept bringing up different 
projects every day. 

" I shall go to Australia and start a publishing house 
in Melbourne . , .** or else: " I've got a unique 
opportunity; England will accept two nurses from 
Kufstein; I could be over there in three weeks' time." 

" Are you mad? " asked my mother, as if this were 
a relevant question. 

** No/* I answered, " but I shall soon be seeing 
mad people at close quarters. Apparently, the severe 
cases wet their beds. . . . I shall write a novel about 
an asylum over there ... in English, naturally." 

When my father told me I ought to be careful in 
the little knes of the camp after dusk, I was over- 
whelmed by a feeling of despair. Obviously, I should 
new be able to overcome them. I was imprisoned 
in tiie vicious circle of the insane love of parents who 
no longer had anything to do except to love me. And 
1 wanted to be lorcd in a different way. I loathed all 
the details of my childhood that I knew by heart; that 
I bad been adorable, that I had learnt to read when 
<#feer darting babies, my contemporaries, were only 
)wt beginning to walk. My hatred of the piano had 
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turned into a caprice of fate that had prevented the 
" infant genius " from becoming a great pianist. 
Equally often, I heard how rare it was for a young 
girl to be as pure as myself and how very, very careful 
I must be not to lose this purity that had been so well 
safeguarded 1 I wanted to scream with rage when 
my father made a Latin quotation and I paced round 
and round the narrow room like a caged animal. From 
sheer despair, I put myself down for a dressmaking 
course. But, instead of seeing needles and thread, 
I saw a geometrical diagram on the blackboard. 
When the teacher, a charming woman, explained that 
this parallelogram was none other than the drawing of 
a pattern, I promptly made my escape. I had never 
had anything but a deep, unsurmountable loathing for 
all forms of mathematics! 

The miracle, like all miracles, came unexpectedly, 
simply and without any fuss. I was vaguely friendly 
with a woman in the camp and sometimes took refuge 
in her company. She had taught French in Budapest 
and she often talked about her youth in Paris and 
about the friends. who had remained faithful to her. 
She was making preparations for her voyage to Smith 
America; she had left Hungary at the same time as 
ourselves towards the end of November 1948. At 
my request, she had written to one erf her French 
friends who lived at Versailles and who, for a long 
time, had been looking for a nursery-governess for her 
charming little girl of seven. 

The letter engaging me arrived one evening at the 
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end of May. I showed it to my parents with the 
victorious air of a young Indian brave presenting his 
first scalp to his elders. My parents found the whole 
thing impossible, theatrical and ill-considered* 

** You want to go and work among total strangers ? 
Heaven knows what a trap may be awaiting you! 
What you should do, is ask for a scholarship grant 
and go to the Sorbonne. . . ." 

** I can do that over there ... I don't want to stay 
here any longer . . . And, besides, why strangers? 
She knows them very well . . . No, but honestly, I'd 
rather die than go on like this ... I want a room 
whose door is shut by me and no one else and where 
111 be alone. I want a cupboard with things in it 
that I've bought out of niy own salary. I want to 
perfect my French . . . I'm fond of children ... A 
little girl of seven, that's easy . . . You'll kill me if 
you keep me here . . . Every generation . . . The 
rights of youth . . . White slave traffickers have other 
fish to fry ... they won't be watching and waiting 
for m . . . But, of -course, I'll be careful . . . You 
simply must realise you're being unreasonable ... A 
well brought up girl can't be in Paris on her own? 
la tfae first place, I shan't be on my own, I shall be 
looking after a chili Besides, since when have well 
brought up giris crossed frontiers illicitly without 
passports? I find that much more shocking, walking 
on all-fours and being frightened of the moon and of 
being hunted down by dogs, and crying with your 
feae buried i& <kad leaves . . . And is it correct for a 
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well-brought up girl to tread on an arm that has come 
away from a corpse? Come away because it's decom- 
posing . . A well-brought up girl eating horse flesh 
from horses blown to bits by bombs . . . When I was 
taking my exams in Budapest and I felt someone 
walking behind me, I shivered with fright* I didn't 
know what they were tracking me for . . my slim 
ankles or my bourgeois origin . . . What else do you 
want from me? * . . And if these times are nothing 
but danger and suffering, let's go ahead all the same 
. . . But, look here, I'm twenty and a half . . . Yes, 
even the months count . . . Heaven knows how long 
I've been grown-up . . . But you know it as well as 
I do! ... A little girl of seven, it'll be just as if she 
were my little sister ... In fact, why haven* t I a 
little sister? " 

I celebrated iny liberation by taking the train for 
Paris. But I was poisoned by all the advice and all 
those wearisome unproductive conversations- I had 
used up all my breath during those endless evenings 
and, once I was actually on the train, my one desire 
was to leave everything I had known and felt up to 
that moment, as quickly as possible. My father 
accompanied me into the compartment; he put the 
suitcase we had bought in Vienna into the luggage-rack 
and kissed me. Then he rejoined my mother on the 
platform, I had still five minutes to get through. I 
was trembling with feverish impatience; I kept 
looking at the Kufstein station clock. But, one minute 
before the hand reached the appointed time, my eyes 
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met the eyes of my parents. And, suddenly over- 
whelmed with an immense fear and a wild rush of 
tenderness, I wanted to get out of the train and throw 
myself into their arms and explain everything, twenty 
and a half years of love for them in a single gesture. 
At that precise moment, my mother's face was lit up 
by a tearful smile. I think she wanted to tell me, in 
sixty seconds, everything a mother can tell her daughter 
who is going off to conquer an infinitesimal corner of 
the world. My nature was not given to making con- 
fidences: I was naturally taciturn. It was at my 
mother's side that I had made the acquaintance of 
death in Budapest but we never spoke of birth, pain, 
ky?e and women's secrete. Such reserve was extremely 
reassuring, and, in the padded shelter of this feigned 
indifference, I had been able to go calmly through all 
the crises and the unanswerable questions that beset 
the transitions from one age to another. This affec- 
tiooatc hostility was my refuge and when, in one of 
Peari Buck's books, I read the description of the 
sufferings of a Chinese woman in labour on the fruit- 
ful earth and encountered, for the first time, that 
warm atmosphere of blood and tears, it was like my 
revenge for having crossed that frontier alone and 
sided 



* . But BOW that the train was slowly beginning to 
S, ray mother walked along beside it. " Be 
croefol, my dald," she said, and her face told me that 
die ooold hare gone on talking to me for hours. My 
&tfaer, too, came tip dose. ** Be wry careftil," he said, 
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in his turn. The train began to move faster and 
faster, I leant out through the window. They were 
far away and I shouted: " I love you tremendously, 
I'll come back soon ... I love you tremendously. . . ." 
Swallowed up by a tunnel, the train gave a death- 
rattle, and I burst into tears. 
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IT HAD been arranged that Madame Bruller should 
meet me at the Gare de i'Est. I had sent her my 
photo from Kufstein so that she could recognise me 
easily. But I think that, even without a photo, she 
would have made no mistake. I had prepared a 
serious, conscientious nurse's face; the face of a girl 
who would be attentive to her employer's wishes; in 
fact, a very correct little person who would not let 
herself be carried away by her own youth. Rumpled 
from a sleepless night, my hands damp with stage 
fright, I watched Paris coming nearer and nearer. 
The station was swarming with porters; it was almost 
impossible to avoid them, and I lingered in front of 
my compartment with my Budapest winter coat over 
my arm and the cardboard suitcase at my feet My 
heart was beating fit to burst my chest and I was 
convinced I had a black smudge on my forehead for 
I had been sitting by the window whose frame, in the 
morning, was covered with a thick layer of soot. I 
watched the people going past and I was so strung-tip 
by this waiting that I did not notice the young woman 
who had touched my arm, 
41 Mademoiselle?" 
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I said, " How cTyou do " with a start. 

" My car's in front of the station ; come along . . , 
Not too tired?" 

X answered with a sigh : 

" Terribly. Travelling's always. . . ." 

But I did not dare go on, for she looked so worried. 

"As tired as all that ?" 

" Oh, but not in the least/* I corrected myself, 
" Not in the least." 

** You know," she said the moment we were in the 
car, " the maid had an attack of appendicitis last night; 
she was operated on this morning. ..." 

" But I'll help you, madame." 

Now that she had mentioned the maid's illness, she 
fell silent like someone entirely intent on their driving. 

I was sitting beside her and the blinding sun put a 
curtain of light between Paris and myself. The 
windscreen was dirty and the metallic rays of this un- 
expected heat were blurred by the layer of dust. 
Madame Bruller had an obstinate chin, sharp as a 
sarcastic retort, a heavy lipstick, a delicate shiny nose, 
eyes fixed on the road in front of her and black hair 
drawn into a tight chignon that I longed to touch to 
find out if it were real. Without looking at me, she 
asked for news of her friend, the teacher. 

44 She's very well, I think her boat leaves on the 
39th for Rio de Janeiro." 

Madame Broiler jerked a sentence at me in the 
cryptic manna: of a dice-player. 

M But for faer, you wouldn't have been able to come 

102 



to us. ... However, she's given the necessary 
references.*' 

" Fve certainly got a smut somewhere/' I thought, 
" and that smut makes me look suspicious. Otherwise 
she wouldn't have made that irrelevant remark.*' I 
tried to catch a glimpse of myself in the driving-mirror, 
but without success. 

" Where is little Monique ? " I asked, risking my 
self hesitantly on unknown territory. *' Is she at 
school?" 

" No. In bed. She's ill. ... Have you had 
chicken-pox? " 

I just managed not to exclaim: " So she's ill, too! " 
and said: 

" Yes, madame. I had chicken-pox when I was 
still in Budapest." 

She looked at me suddenly; she was able to do so, 
we were safely on the motor highway. 

44 In Budapest?" 

She said this with so much incredulity that I 
mechanically touched the little hole beside my ear, 
invisible to anyone but myself, that the chicken-pox 
had left me. 

"In Budapest?..." 

After a few moments' silence she went on: 

" You'll have quite a lot to do in the first few days. 
You must stop the child from scratching herself. . . . 
It itches a great deal." 

The tone she used to me was that of a tired teacher 
repeating the same thing innumerable times to a 
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mental defective. I should have liked to say that 
chicken-pox itched in Budapest too, but judged it 
wiser to keep silent. 

** I held her little hands all night long; my husband 
has been sitting up with her for the last two days. . . ." 

And the maid, when had that happened? But I 
did not ask the question. 

** I had gloves when I had chicken-pox, . . ." 

She shrugged her shoulders: 

*' It's better to hold her and make sure. . . ." 

I had seen the houses of Versailles appearing but, 
before we arrived in the town itself, she took a by-road 
and soon we stopped in front of an old, two-storied 
house. It was covered with ivy and the garden was 
overgrown with weeds; the wrought-iron gate, rusted 
by the rain of years, stood half-open. Later, I realised 
it was impossible to close it. 

She opened the front door. The hall was aston- 
ishingly small, with two doors to the right, one to the 
left, and the staircase leading to the upper floor, I 
put down my coat and my suitcase and followed her. 
On the first floor there were four bedrooms of which 
one was occupied by the little invalid and a neighbour 
who was looking after her, a kindly woman with 
grey hair. 

** Thank you, my dear," said Madame Bruller, 
bending over the child, 

I wait up dose and I saw a red swollen blotch of a 
face* completely distorted by a crop of pimples. 

** This is Monique > little Monique." 
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At the sound of her mother's voice, the child let 
out a yell* 

I bent over her and I was aware of the two women 
watching me keenly. Not a movement, not a sound 
of my anxious, jerky breathing escaped them. I felt 
as heavy and clumsy as if they had tied invisible 
weights to my Hmbs before I entered the room, I 
sought the child's eyes. I wanted to feel the first 
contact which, even if hostile, would be exclusively 
our own. And if I could make her stop screaming 
with a smile, I should already have scored a success. 
I did not love her yet. It is impossible to love out of 
duty, but I was full of goodwill and, suppressing a 
spasm of disgust, I lightly touched one of the small 
hands that was red and damp with saliva. In the 
distorted face, the eyes were replaced by two slits filled 
with a black stare, swimming with tears, and the smell 
of that tortured skin, burning with fever, filled my 
nostrils and went right down to the bottom of my 
throat. 

The neighbour went on whispering to Madame 
Bruller. I stood awkwardly by the bed* I must do 
something or other to please them. I looked in vain 
for a glass of water I could offer with the classic 
gesture of nurses. The blanket was well tucked in; 
there was no point in touching it* The child never 
stopped moaning; she had placed her voice like an 
actress who has to keep it up for the five acts to follow. 
She moaned rhythmically; I hoped one would manage 
to get accustomed to it, like the tick of a noisy alarm- 
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clock. I sat down on the edge of the bed; the child 
was quiet from sheer astonishment and the two 
women slipped out of the room as swiftly and silently 
as smoke-rings escape from an expert mouth. They 
had only been waiting for me to sit down, a captive 
for an unspecified time* When Monique wanted to 
touch her face, I seized her hands and caught them 
on the wing* I could not take my eyes off her; her 
movements were too unexpected. It was hide-and- 
seek of the reflexes and I was always quicker than she 
was. The window of the room was scrupulously 
dosed. The curtain let a pale light filter through. I 
had no watch; the last time I had looked at a clock 
was at the station. I tried to define the distant noises 
in the house; downstairs they were opening and 
shutting doors. A woman's voice Madame Bruller's 
perhaps was speaking on the telephone: I could 
bear an occasional " Of course," and " Naturally. . . ." 
I floated in this stifling twilight atmosphere, Monique 
grew tired before I did; I saw her struggling with a 
ray of tight like a midge on a fly-paper trying to pull 
off its delicate legs one by one. At last Monique was 
stuck last in a kindly sleep; she stopped moaning 
and, behind the mask of the childish malady, I could 
see die suffering face that had not even the advantage 
of charming or moving one by its pallor. I got up 
and, at last, looked at the room, like a sleepwalker 
ruddy awakened at the very peak of his trance to 
find himself in his nigfatdothes on the roof of a five- 
storied boose. This room was fairly large. Beside 
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the wardrobe, there was a divan; then came a few 
toys scattered on some shelves, a chest-of-drawers 
with its two bottom drawers open, a locked door, and 
a moth-eaten carpet. And, everywhere, in the gilded 
shafts of the banished sun, motes of dust danced in 
a perpetual ballet; the curtain was not properly 
drawn. I tiptoed over to the window. The garden 
below was tranquil. A white, silent hen was walking 
about and pecking for worms. She plunged her tiny 
head into the grass like an unaccustomed bather who 
only likes getting wet up to her shoulders. 

" Is she asleep?" 

Madame Bruller's whispering voice struck me in 
the back and took my breath away, 

** Yes, she's asleep. . . ." 

" Then what are you waiting for ? Come and have 
lunch, you must be hungry." 

I went down with her to the ground floor. The 
smell of hot oil and freshly roasted meat filled the 
house. 

" Td like to wash my hands." 

The request seemed natural to her and she indicated 
a door, with an impatient gesture. At last I saw 
myself in a glass. I rubbed my hands with a piece of 
soap and looked at myself. There was no black smudge 
on my forehead but my eyes had dark rings of weari- 
ness round them. Those nights of tense waiting at 
Kufstein and sixteen hours on the train without any 
sleep, made my face look drawn. I cast a furtive 
glance round the bathroom. How well I was to come 
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to know every corner of it ! There were two dressing- 
gowns made of towelling hanging up on hooks. 
They were worn and weary from too much service; 
the enamel of the bath was chipped and the geyser 
bore black traces of flames that were either irregular 
or over-greedy. On the shelf was a tube of toothpaste, 
some battered toothbrushes and a pink plastic beaker 
with the imprint of lips on it. But here, too, there 
was a window looking out on the garden. I also 
noticed two pairs of slippers. The man's slippers 
conjured up the thought of Monsieur Bruller. He 
must exist and, judging from his slippers, he was tall 
and heavy; a hundred kilogrammes of malice bundled 
into a striped jacket. I imagined him as fat and over- 
whelming, I emerged from the bathroom and 
Madame Bruller led me into the dining-room where 
a thin, frail man was reading a paper that lay on his 
plate. 

"This is Christine," said Madame and I felt a 
certain disquiet that she did not add the exact defini- 
tion ; ** Christine, the nurse." Reduced to being 
only Christine, the horizon of diverse tasks seemed to 
me vast, almost limitless. 

** Did you have a good journey ? " 

Monsieur held out his small soft hand to me as he 
asked the question. But he did not wait for my reply 
aad plunged back into his newspaper. 

Madame Bruller indicated my place, as if she were 
showing roe a town she wanted to present to me. 

**Yc*i*rc going to eat with us, like one of the 
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family. . , Would you mind putting your paper 
down, darling? " 

The man did not stir. The new tone she had 
adopted on my account was so unexpected that her 
husband had not even realised that she was speaking 
to him. 

" Your paper, , . ." 

Her true voice struck him like the explosion of a 
bomb. He put it down by his plate and we attacked 
a stew, accompanied by boiled potatoes. 

" Would you bring the salt, Christine ? " 

I stood up. 

"Where is the kitchen?** 

" The door on the left. You'll find it on the table/' 

The kitchen was in a disastrous state. A regiment 
of saucepans was piled up on the floor along with 
plates, cutlery and glasses, a whole bridal dowry, 
complete with the wedding presents! The fleeting 
ghost of the maid gave me an outsize grin ; it had the 
impertinence of beings who have never existed. I 
found the salt. The Brullers looked at me. They 
wanted to see my reaction to the vision of the kitchen 
printed on my face. They pressed round me as poor 
relations press round the doctor who is watching over 
the last moments of the rich aunt on her death bed. 
I pretended to have seen nothing, 

" You left Hungary when? " 

" Seven months ago." 

Madame Bruller inquired : 

" So kte? Why did you wait till 1948? " 
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Monsieur Bruller did not want to be left out. 

41 Must be no joke, what's going on over there. . . ." 

41 Oh no. . . ." 

" Were you In Budapest all the time? " 

" Up to taking my Higher Certificate." 

" It's all so dreadfully sad," went on Madame 
Bruller, then added: 

** You'll help me wash up after lunch, won't 
you?" 

** Of course, inadame. With pleasure." 

Monsieur Bruller said pleasantly: 

" I did not think Hungarian girls were fair. I 
imagined them with long black plaits, sometimes 
right down to their ankles," 

** It's rather unusual," I replied evasively. 

They left the table very hurriedly. Madame 
Bruller had explained to me that she would take 
advantage of the child's sleep to snatch a little rest. . . . 

** My husband is going back to his office in Paris 
. , , 1*11 leave you cm your own . . . You'll find all 
de cleaning things you need . . . Afterwards, I'll 
show you your room . * . But during these next few 
difficult days, you'll sleep on the divan in the child's 



I heard Monsieur's car start up and I was left 
helpless on this raft, floating on a sea of ill-kept lawn. 
How far away Paris was! " Write to us at once," my 
mother had said. . , . " The very day you arrive ! " 

In the silent house, abandoned in the midst of 
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mountains of dirty crockery, I felt I was living in a 
dream from which I could waken at wilL But it was 
no use thinking, I must begin to collect the necessary 
things for the washing-up. I heated the water in a 
clothes-copper. I found a brush but it was very worn- 
out and was shedding its bristles as a sick dog sheds 
its hair. I had to heat up three lots of water to van- 
quish the pile of washing-up. When everything was 
sparkling, and at the very moment when I had an 
irresistible desire to sit down, Madame Bruller called 
me: 

" Christine, come here, quick. . . ." 
I ran: she called down from the floor above: 
" Would you make me some very weak tea and some 
warm milk for Monique? " 

After that monster cleaning-up, I already knew 
where to find tea and milk . . . and despair. 

Till evening, it was a constant whirlwind of orders* 
** Christine, would you mind airing the bedroom ? 
IVe taken the blanket off the bed, you might make it 
up again, * , . If you've got a minute, then do wash 
Monique's little bits and pieces that IVe put in a heap 
in the bathroom; as a rule, I send everything to the 
laundry, but the child's nightgowns are too fragile. 
. Don't you think there's a lot of dust in the living- 
room? ... If you're used to having go&ter^ do get 
yourself some. . . . 

I began with Monsieur's and Madame's bed. It 
was the first time I had seen a vast French bed and 
Madame told me to tuck the blankets in smoothly 
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and tightly. To begin with I stripped off everything 
and removed the imprints of the two bodies, the lean 
one and the flabby one, united in the holy bonds of 
matrimony. Madame decided that the sheets were 
dirty already and gave me some clean ones. I per- 
ceived that she had decided to make a fresh start in 
life and ** put everything in order at last." Monique 
moaned again; her voice was fresh, full of vigour and 
expression. The enormous mattress confronted me 
like a warrior, heavy when I lifted it but becoming 
horribly pliable when I wanted to master it. It was 
impossible to turn it; it remained bent double on the 
bed like a giant with stomach-ache. But at last I 
succeeded and the room was soon tidy. During a 
minute when Madame had her eye off me, I glanced 
out into the garden and I saw the hen just in front 
of the window; her head was bent over to the right 
as she stared at an invisible point; her white feathers 
looked yellow in the twilight; she wore her delicate 
red comb like a diadem. She raised her head towards 
me and her eyes seemed full of kindly curiosity, and, 
to show her fevour, she winked her left eye, drawing 
up her eyelid from below. We looked at each other; 
we were already accomplices and I decided I would 
cafl her Undine. In her knowing silence, she was 
lite a fairy on the dark green grass. 

** Christine, what are you doing? " 

What, in feet, was I doing? Nothing. And I 
answered, like mj own echo; 

* Nothing, Madame." 
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"Are you tired?" 

" A little, madame/' 

" Come along, we must go and get dinner ready* 
My husband will be home in half an hour/* 

Before going down to the ground floor I went into 
Monique's bedroom. She was sitting propped up 
against her pillows and reading a child's picture-book* 

" Will you tell me a story? " 

I would gladly have stayed but Madame was already 
impatient. 

" Christine, aren't you coming? " 

" Stay here/* whimpered Monique; " Tell me a 
story/* 

Monique howled: I went downstairs and Madame 
said: 

** You mustn't make a child in that state cry/* 

** I didn't mean to make her cry. She called me 
and I went into her room* She wanted me to tell her 
a story/ 9 

Madame Bruller became severe. 

* 4 You mustn't spoil her. Whatever you do, don't 
spoil her. . . /* 

1 laid the table, I peeled unknown vegetables, 
great menacing black roots. Madame gave me a 
chance to escape. 

** When you go out of the house, turn right and go 
round to the back you'll find a cage. We have a 
hen who lays an egg every day that's Monique's 

g-" 

I was enchanted and I went out of the house with a 
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great sigh of relief. The little street in front of it 
was deserted; the shadows were already lengthening 
under the trees; the warm air caressed my face. I 
found the cage beside two bushes covered with buds. 
The little cage was open and on the yellow straw I saw 
a dazzlingly white egg; I touched it, it was warm; 
Undine could not be far away. She appeared, with 
her crooked diadem, swaying as she walked. I held 
out some crumbs to her on the palm of my hand; 
she looked at them with interest but was still too 
hesitant to accept them and retired into her cage as 
if into a sedan chair. I closed the little door and 
went back to the house with the egg. 

Dinner was anything but tranquil. I had to go 
upstairs twice to Monique and afterwards I hurriedly 
swallowed the food that had gone cold on my plate. 
Madame gave me some sheets and, feeling extremely 
depressed, I made up my bed on the divan in Monique's 
room. How much I should have liked a room to 
myself 1 But perhaps, in a few days, I should have the 
maid's since they now no longer even mentioned her. 

I faad no dressing-gown so I had to dress again 
completely in the bathroom to walk the few steps to 
Moniquc's bedroom. With the aid of a sedative, she 
had gone to sleep again and Madame said I had been 
extraocdinarily lucky to have arrived at the end of this 
disagreeable illness. 

Monsieur came home very late. I heard the brakes 
of his car in a troubled half-sleep. My blanket was 
tw short and I had to double myself up to keep warm. 
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The pillow exhaled a faint, almost imperceptible 
smell of mildew. From where had she unearthed that 
pillow for me? I went to sleep with my knees huddled 
up. I was too weary to cry. 

Sharing the intimate life of other people is terrible. 
After I had been there four weeks, I knew their faces, 
the words they used, the way they walked that deformed 
their slippers, the peevish mood that dominated the 
morning, the insipid taste of their cooking. Monique, 
convalescent now, displayed a face that was pale once 
more and stared insistently at me with her large eyes 
during meals. She expressed openly what her parents 
dared not say; she had full liberty, since she was only 
a child, I do not say she hated me; her feeling about 
me was something subtler and more refined. She 
would stare at me coldly; she would burst into yells 
and tears, and then be suddenly silent, awaiting her 
opportunity. 

44 Why have you got an accent? Is Hungary like 
China? Why do you have meals with us? The 
maids always had theirs in the kitchen. . . ." 

The father would intervene, as diplomat and 
humanist: 

44 But, Monique, you know quite well Christine 
isn't a maid, she's your nurse." 

Monique was not embarrassed. 

** Up to now I didn't have a nurse, only a maid, . . , 
Why do you call her something else? " 

44 You talk too much, child*" said the mother. 

"5 



** Eat up your food nicely and then Christine will put 
you to bed/' 

Putting her to bed was a struggle over every single 
article of clothing she wore. Unbuttoning her in- 
numerable jerseys and undoing her shoe laces were 
major operations. To perform them, I knelt down 
in front of her, I also told stories; I told them very 
badly; I yawned as soon as I began a story. It's not 
my fault, but children's stories bore me to death. If 
only I could talk about Wanda! , . . Wanda will have 
a Negro lover- . . . 

** Is it nice to have a lover? " But my mother's 
menacing face banished the word " lover " ; I purified 
my thoughts and asked myself the question again: 
** Is k nice to have a husband? " 

** Ofa do hurry up and begin," Monique would say. 

** Once upon a time. . . ." 

I imagined Georges in his silver mine. I saw him 
walking up to his ankles in the liquid silver that ran 
like an underground river. 

** If you don't tell me a story, I shall tell Mamma." 

** What shall you tell Mamma, my precious ? " 
inquired Madame Bruller, appearing in the doorway, 
her face covered with thick cream and her hair tied 
up in a scarf. Her face was so shiny that her features 
had lost their definition; nose, eyebrows and mouth 
were all blurred under the oily mask. Her dressing- 
gown was open a little at the neck; she was already 
in her aightdncss. I could hear Monsieur Bruller 
bustling to and fro. The sight of his wife almost made 
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me pity him, Kissing her must be like kissing a lump 
of lard! 

" But, Christine, you've no imagination ! The poor 
little thing's # fond of fairy-tales, , , ," 

At last, they had all gone to bed, To-morrow they 
would have a long lie-in and / should be free, To- 
morrow, Sunday, I was going to Paris, Apparently 
there was a special Mass for the Hungarians, Since 
1 had been there, I hadn't had a Sunday to myself, 
and, to-morrow, I was going to have a whole day, I 
would leave at nine so as to arrive in time for the eleven 
o'clock Mass, 
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I WOKE UP very early and had to wait, lying perfectly 
still, for the hours to pass. At night, by Madame 
Bruller's orders, the windows were hermetically sealed 
for she had an almost hysterical fear of burglars and 
draughts. Towards dawn, the house was always full 
of the stuffy smell of heavy sleep. I got up about 
half-past seven and tiptoed to the bathroom; I shud- 
dered with apprehension when the gurgling of the 
tap sounded very loud. I turned it down to a very 
thin trickle of water and shut the door with infinite 
precaution. At last, I left it all behind me, and went 
out to take Undine some drinking-water. She was 
standing on one of her yellow feet, with her head 
tucked under her wing; when she saw me, she shook 
herself and avidly pecked the crumbs from my palm. 
I had the feeling that her pecks were sharp, affectionate 
little kisses, a manifestation of primeval sympathy, a 
sign from that other world beyond the human one. 
That morning, everything was reaching out expec- 
tantly to a new awakening of life. The buds, all those 
tight green little knots, had unfolded during the 
night and the frail young leaves were scattered with 
dewdrops. 
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I set off in the direction of the station. I was 
wearing a little blue woollen dress and my hair hung 
loose on my shoulders: the Kufstein missal was so 
big that I could not shut my handbag. The late June 
sun was already hot and the sleepers of Versailles 
would be throwing off their blankets in their feverish 
doze. I imagined the families behind the closed 
shutters* But none of them had the faces of Monsieur 
or Madame Bruller* With a logical, conscious ten- 
acity, I wanted to preserve that image of France I had 
made for myself years ago. I knew that Monsieur 
and Madame were no more than a disagreeable detail. 
The day before, I had sent a letter to my parents, a 
restrained letter, expressed with considerable reserve: 
** I am very well and I am glad to be in France." 

Moreover, I was always thrilled when, as " sender/' 
I could inscribe Versailles on the back of the envelope. 
Not for a fortune would I have admitted that the crazy 
rhythm of my work had prevented me up to now from 
seeing the palace, the gardens and the shade of Marie- 
Antoinette whom I loved on account of Fersen. Even 
when one is a Republican, one forgives all in a queen 
who bad the capacity to love. It was Stefan Zweig 
who had told me all I knew about her and told it with 
infinite art, at once compassionate and indiscreet. 
Stefan Zweig's book on Marie-Antoinette had seemed 
to me like the literary speech for the defence of a 
barrister wiio was in love with his client and was no 
longer bound by professional secrecy. 

That morning, the dead streets of Versailles were 
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embalmed by a youthful, radiant sun* I walked in 
silence and a golden haze. I caught the train at the 
last minute and, leaning back against the hard wooden 
seat, I was overwhelmed with inexplicable terror. I 
was going to see Paris. How I should have loved to 
see it in different circumstances with a passport in 
order in my pocket, a blue beret on my head, a portable 
typewriter in my hand and a book of traveller's cheques 
in my handbag! When I was building up my plans 
in Budapest, that was how I had imagined arriving in 
Paris. 

When I gave up my ticket at the barrier, I realised, 
that very instant, that my hands were rough and iny 
nails broken. I did too much washing and scrubbing 
in Madame's kitchen with products that were cruel 
to the skin. In the waiting room, I saw the map of 
the m&ro. I went straight down into it, without 
going out into the street, like a swimmer who goes 
faster under water. The kindly women ticket- 
collectors helped me to find the place on the Left Bank 
where the church was situated. I left the m&ro and 
found myself in front of the building and, crossing a 
courtyard, I went into a chapel that was still empty. 

I knelt down on a prie-dieu, and, with my chin on 
my piously-clasped hands, I observed the people who 
were coming in in little groups and dispersing them- 
selves in the nave. A smell of cold incense floated in 
the air and I felt that, in a few minutes, I should be 
very hungry indeed; I had left Versailles without 
having any breakfast* 
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I was extremely distracted during the religious 
service; I only caught a few words of the sermon in 
Hungarian: "Be good, hard-working and kind/ 1 
And, after that, I plunged back into my own thoughts 
like someone falling into unconsciousness. Towards 
the end, I went out into the little courtyard where my 
compatriots were already chatting. Later, I realised 
that this was the regular meeting-place where they saw 
each other once a week. I did not know a soul. I 
watted aimlessly in a corner, simply to pass a little 
time and, suddenly, something gave me a shock as 
violent as that of the first pain that heralds an illness. 
I caught sight of Georges with another young man. 
In the sunlight that flooded the courtyard, he was 
slim, elegant and transparently pale but the expression 
of his fece betrayed great weariness. The fair-skinned 
face was no longer tanned by the heat of Peru. I 
looked at him for three or four minutes before he saw 
me. 'With an incredulous smile, racking his memory 
for my name, he came up to me, paralysed at the sight 
of someone resuscitating from a forgotten past, and 
held out his hand, 

M How dVou do " 

A brief silence and he added, uncertainly: 

44 Christine " 

** How d'you do, Georges. . . Didn't you go to 
Peru? What happened to the silver mine? " 

He made an embarrassed little grimace. 

** The urine? It's flooded." 

all the details of Georges's good or evil 
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fortunes seemed so close and familiar that I exclaimed: 

"Oh! Poor Georges " 

" It's not so serious as all that/' he replied and 
added almost at once: " Can I come with you, wher- 
ever you're going? . . . And, by the way, how do 
you come to be in Paris? You had difficulties in 
Innsbruck. . . /* 

We left the courtyard of the church. The street 
was already bustling, but I caught sight of a caf. 
Seeing an Italian Espresso coffee apparatus through the 
window, I thought, if I could get as far as one of the 
little tables, I should be saved. 

" You do walk fast," said Georges, smiling, and I 
crossed the street without looking right or left. 

" I'd like to have a coffee, now this minute. . . ." 

He took hold of my elbow to guide me and this 
gesture produced a curious reaction: the left half of 
my body, on his side, turned burning hot; the other 
half, the right, became cold, objective and ftill of 
suspicion- At last, seated at a tiny table and nibbling 
a croissant^ I looked him in the eyes. His eyes 
frequently changed colour; the iris turned blue, 
grey or green according to the play of light. Then 
I drank my longed-for coffee with considei^ble 
difficulty; I would have liked to hide my ruined 
hands. . . . 

" Yes, all alone/* 

I heard my own voice: * 4 And you too? f * 

" Absolutely alone; my parents stayed in Hun- 
gary." 
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** And now that you're not going to Peru after all, 
what are your plans ? " 

** IVe put myself down for a course in International 
I,aw . . . and later on , . ." 

He took out a cigarette and I noticed the signet-ring 
on his left hand. 

He was aware of my glance at the ring and excused 
himself, saying: 

" Oh, I don't always wear it, you know. I don't 
like it. ... And what about you? What do you 
want to do in Paris ? " 

" Write." 

I was genuinely astonished by my own admission, 
as if I had begun to speak in a language hitherto un- 
known to me, 

** What do you want to write? " 

** Novels, lots of novels and short stories." 

He drank the last mouthful of his coffee. 

^^^^ b 

" Do you know any Paris publishers? " 

Me? Paris publishers? I don't know a soul in 

Paris and I'm working in Versailles. I'm a little 

girl's nurse. . . ." 

After a long walk, we reached the banks of the 
Seiiae. 

44 IH show you Paris," he said. 

But I shook my head. 

44 Not yet, later on. . . ." 

How could I haw told him about my resentments 
and m? obsoire troubles, about that feverish little 
rebellion that made me hostile and unjust towards 
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Paris? How could I explain this life I had to lead, 
this working from morning to night? How could 
I tell him that it would have been better if he had 
gone off to Peru because I was already attached to 
him? My loneliness was too great not to fall in love 
at once; there was an empty, hungry place in my 
heart that I was preparing as carefully as a mistress of 
a house expecting a guest. . . . 

" But I shall show you Paris all the same," he said, 
with charming insistence, 

I looked at the Seine; I pretended to be lost in my 
thoughts but nothing could have been falser; I was 
observing him and I was observing myself. How easy 
it all was for fete; two lonely young people meeting 
in Paris; the quay from which a fisherman was casting 
his line in the water; the pair of lovers kissing on the 
steps. They were sipping each other's lips as if they 
were tasters and we were kings, and they were proving 
to us the wine was not poisoned* No, my friend, 
I don't want all that; it would be a love affair too 
scientifically prepared; the sky is too blue; the air 
is too charged with spring already ripening into 
summer! . . . 

" You're not listening to me. ... I was saying that 
Octave Aubry was right when . . ." 

. . * And, once again, for the last time, I made a 
final effort to detach myself. I went through all the 
things I had heard about love. And, besides, a fair 
person should never love another fair person. 

I turned towards him to say good-bye and, suddenly, 



my throat went tight with emotion. He was hand- 
some and anxious, tense and serious. 

I replied: 

** Yes . . . Yes, we can see each other again next 
Sunday. . ." 

I had the feeling that this day would last for ever. 
There was no more Versailles, no more Monique, no 
more suburban train. There was nothing but a vague, 
shy love. . . . 
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MY LIFE at Versailles had the imperturbable rhythm 
of an hour-glass* The hours dribbled on from morning 
to night without a moment's rest. I did not lite 
Madame Bruller's shrill, urgent orders so I hurried 
to anticipate them. It was an appalling rush; I had 
the entire house on my hands. In the morning, I got 
up first and prepared the breakfast; then I went up 
to wake Monique who was invariably sulky and in- 
variably ready to invent ways of irritating me, with 
a cistern of tears behind her black eyes* Madame 
Bruller came down to the dining-room tottering with 
sleep and bowed under the weight of her dreams* 
Monsieur Bruller nervously fingered the razor-cuts 
on his cheek and examined his bloodstained hand- 
kerchief with the slow intentness of a schoolboy. 
While Madame Bruller was doing the shopping, I 
cleaned the house, while keeping an eye on Monique, 
who, thanks to the school holidays, spent her days in 
the garden, The despairing cries of Undine fre- 
quently made me descend with a broom in my hand. 
One day, Monique faced up to me, 

" Leave me alone, it's my hen." 

" But I don't aliow you to torture her," I replkd 
fiercely. 
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She almost hissed the threat at me: 

" Mamma said she's going to boil the hen. She 
doesn't lay any more/* 

It was only too true that Undine was tired and 
languid. For the past week, I had looked in vain for 
her egg. She clucked in a lost way and turned her 
head to the right, looking at me with a puzzled expres- 
sion and displaying her red eyelid like a tiny shutter. 
But I had never suspected that her life was in peril. 
During my animated conversation with Monique, she 
had escaped and vanished behind a bush. 

I went upstairs again and resumed my perpetual 
motion. The bed with its stale warmth, the windows 
I Hung open, the objects I gave life to in my imagina- 
tion I decided that each had a soul. And now the 
comb stuffed with Madame Bruller's black hairs 
would groan: " How disgusting . . ." and the down- 
at-heel slippers whimper: "You'd think they were 
camels or elephants. . . ." Madame Bruller shivered 
in the well-aired house. 4i What a draught I " " Mad- 
ame, we're in July.'* " But the child will get earache 
. . ." I said not another word; I shut the windows, 
singing a tune in my own mind of which the words 
ran: " It's all so stupid, 1*11 get away. . . ." 

Madame took the only deck-chair in the house 
and ky in the sun ; her face anointed with grease and 
her arms hanging inert, I was almost certain that she 
had never given herself to her husband with such 
voluptuous sensuality. 

I finished cooking the lunch about one o'clock, 
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when Monsieur arrived. He ground the brakes of 
his car and / wanted to grind my teeth, I waited at 
table and, when I was able to sit down, I pecked at 
my food ; I was too tired to feel hungry. I carried the 
coffee out into the garden; they had retired into the 
shade: " You know it's so dangerous, a full sun on 
a full stomach! " I went in again to wash up and 
scraps of conversation floated in through the open 
kitchen window. Without their having told me so 
directly, I knew that the villa at the seaside had been 
rented from the first of August, 

" A real rest . . . Absolute peace and quiet . . , ff 

Monsieur's voice promised marvels as he built up 
castles in Spain. 

" You don't even think about the cooking. But, 
of course, Christine will be pleased the air's so good 
there. 

To-morrow, I would tell them my decision. To-day, 
I was still a slave, but to-morrow they would know 
that the bird was about to fly. 

If I had had time to lie down for one minute, I 
should have fallen asleep straight away, I pined for 
a long, dreamless sleep, a semblance of death. I 
trembled with fatigue and I started whenever I heard 
Madame's voice. After doing the washing-up, I got 
the geuter ready. After gauter^ I took Monique for 
a walk. " The poor little thing's been shut up all 
day." She adored running off and disappearing into 
corners; I ran after her, panting. I had learnt to 
weep without shedding tears. I swallowed my tears; 
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they burnt my throat and left a bitter taste on my 
palate. When I caught Monique, I gripped her hand 
firmly in mine. " Ow, you're hurting me," she cried, 
But I did not answer; I went on walking, with my 
knees shaking under me. 

When we returned, I began to prepare the dinner. 
Madame Bruller came into the kitchen; she sat down 
on a chair and looked at me. 

"We're soon going to the sea, Christine. You 
won't look so pale down there, . . . By the way, why 
are you so pale? I hope there's nothing the matter 
with you. I can't help worrying, because of the child." 

I peeled the old potatoes; they were bluish and 
withered and full of " eyes." Madame Bruller leant 
her elbows on the table and flung a sentence at me 
that was like a signal for the hounds to tear their 
quarry to pieces. 

* To-morrow, Sunday, Fin going to boil the hen. 
She's wry fkt, she'll make a good thick stew. My 
husband adores that." 

I went cm peeling potatoes without looking at the 
executioner's face. On Sunday morning, I was 
going away for ever. 

That night, after dinner, I had permission to have 
a bath. I locked myself into the bathroom and, as 
SOOB as I was naked, I looked at my back. It was 
thin and narrow and the salient shoulder-blades looked 
like weights attached to my shoulders. 

For two months I had been living like some mon- 
strops hostess who adores having people round her 
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and has invited an entire family to stay in her cottage* 
My guests were Monsieur and Madame Bruller and 
their daughter Monique. I had looked after them 
well, but it was over; I was leaving to-morrow morn- 
ing. With two months* salary in my pocket, I would 
rent a tiny room and I would look for some other work* 

Someone knocked at the door. 

" How much longer are you going to be? " 

** Just coming, madame." 

In my bed I doubled myself up as I did every night. 
Monique made me get up again to give her a glass of 
water. 

When they were all asleep I thought things over. 
I could not return to Kufstein. I wanted to stay in 
Paris; I must stay there. I would easily find another 
job. My body ached with weariness and sleep would 
not come. My thoughts were lit up by a terrifying 
lucidity, an intellectual aurora borealis. It was im- 
possible to keep one single dark corner in my soul. 
What was the good of lying to others or to oneself ? 
Georges would be waiting for me to-morrow at the 
Gare Saint-Lazare as usual. And our meeting to- 
morrow would be decisive. 

The heat of that house was stifling me, I felt 
dazed, hovering between dream and reality. I threw 
off the blanket as I might have pushed away an old 
dog lying on my feet. The mildewed smell of my 
pillow was insidiously suffocating me. Motionless 
and lethargic, I felt the sweat trickling down my back 
and loneliness gnawed at me like a relentless pain. 



With burning eyes, I waited for the dawn and, as 
soon as it began to be light, I got up and dressed. I 
sat down, fully dressed, on the edge of my bed and, 
about seven o'cock, I picked up the cardboard suitcase. 
It had served me as a wardrobe for two months, I 
left the house, shutting the door carefully behind me. 
I made my way to Undine's cage. She was lying on 
her straw; I woke her up. She fluffed up her battered 
feathers and wanted to protect her invisible eggs; 
she was broody. I chased her out of her cage but she 
did not understand and kept lying down every five 
steps with an indignant cluck. I whispered: 

** You're a fool; she'll kill you if you stay here. . . ." 

But Undine, in the grip of her obstinate maternal 
instinct, kept lying down in front of me; she wanted 
to hatch those invisible eggs. I grabbed hold of her 
and the sickly heat of her body burnt my arm. I left 
the wrought-iron gate wide open. In a little street 
near the station, I had often seen an old lady cleaning 
out her canary's cage at the window. She would 
certainly not roast her bird when it stopped singing. 
With Undine clutched under my arm, I walked fast 
and I deposited her in front of the old lady's closed 
door. 

Half an hour later I took the train to Paris. 
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IT WOULD have been better if, from the very beginning, 
I had had the courage to admit that my marriage was 
a failure. But the first year of it left me no time for 
analysis. Now that I can see it in perspective and so 
judge it objectively , I can re-create in myself the 
rhythm of that past unhappiness the first kiss and 
the first blow, the first false smile and the long, dis- 
turbing silences that often fell between us. 

I can still see myself arriving at the Gare Saint- 
Lazare. He was waiting for me on the platform, 
with a bunch of flowers in his hand. He took my case, 
and we went to his quiet little hotel in Passy. I had 
clothed him with so many qualities that I was like a 
designer who had run wild and in a fever of enthusiasm, 
so overdressed a wax doll that, in the end, the doll 
had melted and she was left with empty hands, I 
never stopped interpreting his words and his gestures, 
and, with a monstrous egotism, I distorted everything, 
I wanted to live with a hero and I had made up 
iny mind that the father of my children would be 
a world celebrity; for example, a barrister whose 
speeches would make a public sensation. I was 
completely taken aback when he told me one day tJbat 



the law did not interest him in the slightest; however 
it was only for a moment that my obdurate will 
slackened. 

44 But what would you like to do ? " 

Before he answered, he lit a cigarette and, through 
the smoke, his face looked pure, almost childlike. 

** I always wanted to be an engineer. " 

M But that's marvellous,** I exclaimed. I could 
already see his hand pressing the button that would 
start up the machinery of a dam that would bring 
prosperity to an entire country. 

" That's out/' he said in self-defence. " Being an 
engineer was only a boy's dream. ... I'd like to 
become an architect/* 

And, already, I was admiring him as if he were Le 
Corbusier. 

I ought to have been more indulgent and more 
sincere; I ought to have abandoned that atmosphere 
of dreamy optimism I myself had created. 

So my loneliness persisted and, when I woke up 
beside him for the first time, I felt that everything had 
changed, except myself, I emerged from that night 
cruelly lucid and utterly stupefied* I could no longer 
understand Madame Bovary. Had she really gone 
to Rouen twice a week for that? 

That morning, Georges took me to the Eiffel Tower. 
He wanted roe to have a complete view of Paris. The 
Itft iras too expensive For our very meagre purse and 
Georges told me we were going up on foot by the 
I raised my head and looked up at the 



gigantic tower with utter despair. I was terribly 
thirsty and I felt a scorching pain at every step. 

I did not want to disappoint him, we knew each 
other so little. He gazed enthusiastically at the tower, 
his eyes shining, and added: 

" I only like sporting women. . , ." 

" I'm very thirsty." 

Had Madame Bovary been thirsty too? 

" You shall have a drink up there. On the third- 
story platform, you shall have a nice bottle of Coca- 
Cola. . . . Come on, courage! . . ." 

My high pointed heels tapped on the steps like 
the beak of a woodpecker searching for grubs. I held 
on to the iron rail and I had to keep up the same 
rhythm without ever slowing down for Georges 
followed on my heels without giving me a moment's 
respite. As the Champ-de-Mars became smaller and 
smaller, I forced myself not to look to right or left, 
but that enormous flayed animal which is the Eiffel 
Tower presented nothing to my eyes but its iron veins 
and muscles and arteries and, on either side, above 
and below, sheer emptiness. The sky that brooded 
over this folly vacillated; so did the tiled or slated 
roofs; the chimneys seemed to sway in the wind; I 
could no longer see the tower except as a loathsome 
giraffe, stretching its stiff, interminable neck up into 
the clouds and holding a bottle of Coca-Cola in its 
parched mouth! At last we arrived at a platform. . - . 
I have no idea whether it was the fourth or the fifth. 
I had the feeling that I had been turning round ever 



since I was born and that I should go on turning 
round in my coffin like a brainless top that someone 
starts spinning again with a flick of the hand every 
time it wants to totter to a stop. I did not know that 
I should go on revolving like that during the six years 
to come, that I should go on spinning on my own 
axis* always humming the same music, the same 
monotonous tune. . . . 

On one of the platforms he took me towards the 
edge. 

The tower itself began to tremble. I thought the 
wind was going to carry us away. Below, appallingly 
far away, in another world, was that the distant earth 
or die nearby moon ? I no longer knew. I saw the 
lines of motor-cars flowing towards the great arteries, 
the tiny bridges over the miniature river and the houses 
that were no bigger than stocks of corn in a wheatfield. 

I heard Georges's voice explaining to me: 

** Orcr there you can see Notre Dame, the Pantheon, 
the He Saint-Louis and the Palais de Chaillot " 

A bitter resentment made me shut my eyes. 

I did not want to see this inaccessible Paris, this 
Paris that was so perfectly clear and mapped-out and 
ooiicehrcd for foreigners. Seized by a giddiness that 
made my stomach heave and clutching frantically on 
to George&'s arm, I imagined someone in one of those 
houses * . . those doll's houses manufactured for an 
aorai0* toy-shop. I imagined a man alone in his 
room, reciting a poem to himself in a very low voice 
so as to keep himself company with his own words. 

136 



Fascinated, I turned to Georges and shouted in the 
wind: 

" Do you like poems ? " 

" Not much,'* he answered. . . . " But, I say, do 
look at Paris 1 . . ." 

At last, we were able to descend and, from below, 
I gave the tower one last malevolent glance like a sick 
person who had just had a dangerous operation being 
shown the erring appendix in a jam-jar. 

We drank a bottle of Coca-Cola at the bottom; the 
bar at the top was closed. My weak legs trembled 
under the table. Georges, gay and happy, leant across 
and asked me a question: 

" Are you tired, darling? " 

I would have liked to burst into an energetic, sport- 
ing reply, full of tireless enthusiasm, but I was aware 
of a grain of pride in his voice, the glow of an accom- 
plished feat that leaves a pleasant, intimate memory 
of satisfaction. His voice was tinged with an aston- 
ishing male arrogance. He was thinking of our night 
and my own mind was entirely occupied with those 
endless stairs. 

" Yes, I'm very tired/* I admitted weakly, and I 
withdrew my right foot from my shoe without his 
noticing. I barricaded myself behind my eyelids 
whose long lashes aided and abetted me and^ I wedged 
my limp shoulders against the back of the uncom- 
fortable little chair. It was an easy, kindly lie, a He 
that had no apparent consequences. A lie that I 
launched like a ping-pong ball against the heights of 
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that tower and which I knew would not rebound with 
a smart tap on my head. And, besides, I had to 
remember that Georges was my life-companion; I 
belonged to him, body and soul. I must not com- 
plicate the whole future by thinking too much* That 
night I went to sleep with burning feet and an aching 
body, but with a quiet mind. 
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WE LOVED each other deeply through the medium of 
our common memories of Hungary. He described 
the bedroom he had had as a boy ; it had had a flowered 
curtain and the light walls were always sunlit. I 
talked about our library, about my school on the hill 
of Rozsadomb, about my parents whom I now loved 
more than ever, about my uncle whose handwriting 
was the same as his. We had made plans for our 
entire life and he replied evasively to his parents' 
letters urging him to go off to Australia. The begin- 
ning of that autumn was dazzlingly warm and bright. 
Sometimes we strolled hand in hand through that 
old quarter of Passy. His parents, anxious about our 
future, would have liked us to have already left Europe 
as far behind as possible. Mine, especially my mother, 
kept insisting on a religious marriage. 

Before taking up my new post as a governess which 
a Christian organisation had procured for me, I con- 
sulted the list of Paris publishers that Georges had 
copied out for me from a professional telephone 
directory at the post office. Through my compatriots, 
I had learnt that, at one of the big publishing houses, 
there was a Hungarian reader who advised for or 
against the manuscripts that were sent in* 
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I went to this address on a peaceful afternoon when 
Paris was still calm and somnolent. The office I was 
looking for was in a sunless cul-de-sac, I rang for a 
long time at the big, ancient door. The building had 
a deserted look. I stood waiting, with my heart 
thumping and my twelve short stories in a green 
folder. At last, footsteps. ... A man opened the 
door. 

" What do you want, mademoiselle? " 

" Good afternoon. . . . Could I speak to the 
Hungarian reader? " 

He looked at me without curiosity. 

"You're Hungarian ?" 

"Yes Is he in?" 

His eyes glanced from my face to the green folder. 

44 You've brought a manuscript? " 

"Yes. Is he in, the reader ?" 

" The office is still closed, mademoiselle, but you 
can come in for a minute* The Literary Director's 
secretary happens by chance to be in, ... Go up to 
the first floor, it's the second door on the left/' 

The ground floor to which he admitted me was 
bathed in darkness and I saw, heaped up on a vast 
counter, great piles of books. Everything smelt of 
mildew, like my pillow at Versailles; there was a smell 
of old yellowed papers, covered with fine dust, like 
die smell in our loft at home in Budapest. The com- 
missionaire followed me, faithful and silent, like a big 
dog who is in the habit of accompanying his master to 
the cemetery. I turned towards him but I did not 

140 



dare ask him whether they had any living authors too 
or whether this was only a waxwork museum, a monu- 
ment to the frailty of human thought. 

I knocked on the door he had indicated. 

" Come in! " replied an astonished voice. 

A woman with greying hair and a fleeting smile 
raised her head from behind a large desk and looked 
at me, her eyes full of question-marks* 

" Who are you, mademoiselle, and how did you 
manage to get in here? " 

She was surprised but not hostile, 

** Good afternoon, madame. It was the commis- 
sionaire who told me you were here. I've heard that 
you have a Hungarian reader here and I've brought 
a manuscript." 

I held the manuscript out to her over the desk but 
she did not touch it, as if she wore unwilling to commit 
herself by any rash gesture. 

" What is it? " 

I tucked my file under my arm again. 

** Some short stories . . . twelve short stories. * . . fk 

She was not in the least impressed by their number 
and told me to sit down. 

During the first moment of silence, while she was 
studying me, I waited for the questions about my 
nationality, the exact date of my leaving Hungary; 
perhaps she would even want my fingerprints. 

** We have no Hungarian reader, mademoiselle. 
There's some mistake. Who could have misinformed 
you like that? " 
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How could I explain about the courtyard of the 

church and the information we exchanged after Mass? 

Already on my feet I asked her the direct question : 

" You don't know where I could get my short 

stories read? " 

She gave a kindly smile exactly the smile one gives 
a baby who absolutely insists on walking but falls over 
at every step because its legs cannot support the weight 
of Its body, 

** You know, it's difficult with short stories. You 
can't sell short stories ... at least, not unless you're 

an author lifce Maupassant. What might interest 

w would be a short novel . . . packed with incident 
modern full of life. , . *" 

I nearly screamed: 

"You want a novel?" 

And I saw the deliriously impertinent shade of 
Wanda appear before my eyes and sit down in the 
arm-chair beside the desk. 

She was extremely affable. 

" Why, certainly, mademoiselle. Write a novel 
and, whea you've finished it, bring it to us. . . ." 

I saw from her face that she was convinced she had 
got rid of me for ever. She did not know that, with 
t&e invisible Wanda, there were three of us in the 
office. 

I said good-bye to her and, at the door, I turned my 
bead towards her and added: 

** III come bock in three months with my novel. 
Wai that safe you? * f 
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Determined to be patient to the end of this scene 
which she obviously regarded as a frivolity one could 
allow oneself during the last days of the holidays, she 
replied: 

" You mustn't hurry yourself too much; come 
whenever you're ready. . . ." 

I went down by the back stairs* The man was 
placidly waiting for me below. I glanced discreetly 
at the books; they were not cut; they had grown old, 
still keeping their secrets like books closed for ever. 

" Why are there so many books here ? " 

The commissionaire shrugged his shoulders and 
answered in one word: 

" Stocktaking." 

I pressed him further. 

** And after stocktaking they'll be sent to bookshops* 
So you will sell them after all, won't you? " 



The sacrilegious word exploded like a tear-gas bomb. 
The man carefully blew his nose and, instead of 
answering me, sneezed several times. 

He accompanied me to the door and, by way of 
farewell, he said: 

" It's very hard to sell books, Very hard. . .** 

I found myself once more in the sunset light and 
the warmth of that late August day as if in another 
world. I was excited and happy at my first contact 
with literary life. 

I passed a small terrace that encroached on part of 
the pavement and sat down on a little chair at a table 



no bigger than a plate. The tired waiter brought me 
a coffee with a faintly disdainful expression ; all round 
me was an orgy of beers and pineapple-juices. I con- 
templated the passers-by with a shy, profound happi- 
ness* I was trying to find the first words of my novel, 
the phrase that would arrest the readers' attention. I 
wanted to avoid landscapes, skyscapes and analyses; 
I would have liked to fling down some brutal, un- 
expected action on the paper. I sipped my coffee 
lazily and I was depressed at the thought of having 
to begin working for other people again. But nothing 
could stop the flow of ideas. Wanda was present to 
me; I could already see her on a road in a snowstorm, 
abandoned, with a child on her hands, near a frontier 
that she had to cross illicitly. If I had three months* 
freedom I could write my novel. , . . But what did it 
matter? I would write it just the same in someone 
else's house, during the night ... or at dawn, . , . 

In the m&ro, the vision of that cemetery of books 
returned to me, but I comforted myself: " Even the 
most meagre thought must surely become nobler 
after such a long wait! " 

When I saw Georges again and told him all about 
my afternoon I asked him outright: 

44 Do you think a writer can live by his books ? " 

** Why, of course," he answered. " Look at 
Margaret Mitchell, for example. . . ." 
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THE FIRST MOMENT I saw the house at Garches, I 
forgot all about my distress at leaving Paris. Georges 
had remained behind at the little hotel hunting far 
work. Every day he cut out advertisements offering 
various jobs. I arrived at Garches one Monday, 
knowing I should not see him again until Sunday* 

Under the spell of some indefinable charm I walked 
fearlessly up the path that led to the house through a 
garden whose fragile beauty was at the mercy of the 
first slightly harsher wind. Autumn was entrenching 
itself behind the full-blown roses; I only brushed 
them with my eyes, wanting to preserve the petals 
whose edges were already browned. The still supple 
stems carried the blossoms with the modest strength 
of young bodies unashamed of their ageing heads* 

The big door opening on the white paved hall was 
open; I crossed the threshold timidly but, when I 
found myself in front of a glass that hung above an 
old chest-of-drawers, I saw that I was smiling. I 
carefully put down the cardboard suitcase on an 
oriental carpet that had faded where the sun had fcuth- 
fiilly shone for years on the same expanse of pattern, 
and I inhaled the smell of the house. Instinctively 



I looked round for the apples that must be lying some- 
where on the top of a cupboard, already set out in 
orderly rows; for the smoke of a forgotten cigarette, 
left to burn itself out in an ash-tray. A scent hovered 
in the air, as if the billowing of a woman's dress had 
scattered it like dew before leaving the house. 

"Mademoiselle?" 

A round-faced woman, armoured in an apron that 
covered her from shoulders to ankles, came up to me. 

44 Are you Sibylle's nurse? " 

" Good afternoon, madame. Yes, I'm the nurse. 
> 

* w 

I did not utter Sibylle's name; I did not want to 
mention her; I was afraid of breaking the spell too 
soon. 

** I'm the cook. , . . I'll come and show you your 
room," she said, holding out her hand. 

Our hands had found an unexpected kinship in 
their rough contact. The first floor displayed great 
doors that gave on to the carpeted passage; the second 
of them presented me with " the surprise." 

The cook showed me into a charming room with 
pink curtains and a pink counterpane; on a table, 
there was an ink-pot and some writing-paper* In 
this house I would write often to my parents. 

The cook leant back against the wall. 

" Is there anything you need? The bathroom on 
this floor is next to Sibylla's bedroom, the third door 
on the right as you come out. , , . I'm going down- 
stairs now, I must get dinner ready." 
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I put my astonished suitcase down on a chair, 

" Madame and the children, when will they be 
back?" 

She gave a broad kindly smile. 

" Madame went off with Monsieur and the children 
directly after breakfast- They'll be back just in time 
for dinner. Madame told me you'd be coming to-day. 
. . . Wouldn't you like something to eat ? Have you 
had tea? " 

" Td very much like a glass of milk.'* 

The big light kitchen had two windows open on the 
garden. The cook put a slice of bread and butter 
and a glass of milk in front of me on the table and sat 
down opposite me. 

" My name's Rose; you can call me Rose. 
And what's your name, mademoiselle ? " 

" Christine/* 

" Fancy, I've got a niece called Christine but she 
hasn't got fair hair. You, you're fair like Sibylle. 
Shall I cut you another slice? ** 

I was no longer in the least hungry, but I hoped 
she would tell me some more about this little girl, so 
I accepted. 

" I think there are four children here, aren't there? 
And that the youngest is six/' 

She folded her hands on the table and explained to 
me: 

" Sibylle's only five and a half. . . . She's as pretty 
as a picture." 

I ventured on to more dangerous territory. 
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" Is she good?" 

M Good? She's an angel, . . . Fve told Madame 
crcr so often that Sibylle didn't need a nurse. . . ." 

With those words she had cruelly threatened my 
situation and my work, I put on a serious expression 
AS if I had just arrived from a Swiss college with a 
highly-trained nurse's diploma. 

** You know, a child always needs so much special 
care. And, besides, there are her brother and 
sisters. . . ." 

14 Four," replied Rose, as proudly as if she were 
their grandmother. " Two boys and two girls. But 
you'll only have Sibylle. . . ." 

Suddenly she broke off and I felt I could see what 
she was thinking behind her shiny wrinkled forehead. 

'* What country do you come from? " 

" From Hungaria." 

The word Hungaria broke against the tiled walls 
and splintered in a thousand pieces on the floor. I 
was overwhelmed with an immense sadness; I clenched 
my teeth and fought desperately against my tears. 
Then, humiliated by their wet warmth, I let my head 
fall forward on the table. 

** There, there, I didn't mean to make you cry 
forgive me, mademoiselle. . . ." 

How could I explain to her that I was not annoyed, 
that the word Hungary had opened the floodgates? 
All those secret sorrows I had repressed had revolted. 
I was cryinj/for the life I had dreamed of; I missed 
my parents; Georges was far away. And galled by 
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weariness and by the eternal question : ** What 
country do you come from? " I would have liked to 
relapse into being a child again* Independence and 
loneliness were too hard. 

I felt her heavy hand on my hair; I raised my 
head; she was crying too. She pulled her chair up 
close to mine. 

" It won't go on for ever/ 1 

I searched for my handkerchief. 

" I don't want to go back there but I would like a 
home." 

With her clean starched apron and her white hair, 
she was like an old nurse for whom life and death no 
longer hold any secrets- If I could lay my head on 
that shoulder, how gladly I would recover the past 
peace, the country, childhood 1 

She said, almost in my ear: 

" You just see how happy you Ye going to be here. 
Madame's so nice and the children aren't naughty 
like other children/* 

I wanted to protest that there were no naughty 
children but I was too exhausted to defend anything 
whatever. 

I went up to my room again; I closed the door 
behind me, and sat down on my narrow bed. With 
a tired gesture I pulled off the coverlet and let myself 
drop, with my eyes dosed and my head against the 
pillow. 

The noise of a car made me start* Staggering from 
this brief violent sleep, I went over to the wash-basin 

149 



and washed my face in cold water. When I went down 
the hall was already full of people. I looked for a 
landmark and found it in Madame's face. I had seen 
her once in the office of the organisation which had 
recommended me but only for a few minutes. Here, 
she advanced towards me, her face radiant. . . . 

** Good evening, Christine. . . . Have you been 
here long ? " 

" I arrived about four/* 

The children were clinging round her In a little 
crowd; she introduced them one by one. 

* 4 This is Sibylle " 

The little girl, with her big periwinkle-blue eyes, 
held out her hand. 

** Say how do you do/* insisted Madame. 

I could hardly hear the faint voice. 

44 How do you do? . ." 

Madame added: 

" Christine." 

And Sibylle repeated: " Christine." 

Madame went on : 

** And these are Bruno, Gabriel, Odette and 
MireUIe." 

All those young faces were turned towards me. 
Their grave thoughtful looks scrutinised me. Madame 
hastily banished this tiny awkward silence. 

** Children, this is Christine. I've told you quite 
enough about her for you to welcome her as nicely as 
possible, So make an effort to be a little more agree- 
able than usual/* 
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The front door opened. It was Monsieur. 

** Ah! " he said. " You're here. Good evening, 
mademoiselle; did you have a good journey? " 

After a few minutes' chatting, Madame came 
upstairs with me and the children to show me their 
rooms and explain my work. 

" You'll have nothing to do for Gabriel, Odette and 
Mireille. You'll look after Sibylle and, very occasion- 
ally, Bruno. . . . But we're late to-night; the children 
must have their baths.** 

That evening passed in a pleasant whirl. I soaped 
Sibylle's frail body energetically; she had not yet 
asked me where I came from. She was submissive 
and I was suspicious. This goodness put me on my 
guard. Bruno was playing submarines in the bath 
and did not want to come out of the water. 

At last, at eight o'clock, we were all sitting round 
the big table in the dining-room. I sat beside Sibylle 
and kept an eye on her to see that she ate enough. As 
I came in, I had seen a picture but, at the moment, it 
was behind me and it intrigued me greatly- I had 
been struck by its sober beauty and its muted light. 
Rose waited on us; I was embarrassed when she 
offered me the dish; I had cried on her shoulder and 
I ought not to let her wait on me. But &he found 
this perfectly natural. 

Madame had very beautiful hair with long plaits 
wound round hear head like a crown. Monsieur had 
admiring glances for his wife, an absent-minded smile 
for us and a diet for himself. 
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The pleasantly slow rhythm of that dinner, the 
children's subdued chatter, the warm light of the 
table, the garden wrapped in the semi-darkness of 
that mild evening and the presence of that extra- 
ordinary picture I had noticed on entering the room, 
enhanced the personality of Madame. She kept the 
conversation going effortlessly; she had a word for 
each child, as if distributing sweets with scrupulous 
fairness; she made an intimate gesture towards her 
husband, laying her hand on his and, for a moment, 
they exchanged looks; she inquired after Rose's 
health and talked about a woman friend she had 
visited in the afternoon. Her regular, intelligent 
beauty was neither eclipsed nor emphasised by her 
crown of hair; she was one of those rare women who 
can carry the weight of long hair without being vin- 
egarish or bad-tempered. She had a clear forehead. 
Her light grey eyes, with a speck of green in the iris, 
rested now and then on the silver dish of fruit that 
stood in the middle of the table. In those fleeting 
moments of absence, she was dreamy, almost defence- 
less, intimately engaged in some thought that was 
exclusively her own. But the voices of the children 
instantly brought her back to reality, and she returned 
to the conversation, sure of herself and of her secret. 

When we left the table I found myself at last face 
to face with the picture. It represented a grave man 
with his profile shadowed by a large hat. 

1 ventured a supposition : 

"School of Rembrandt?" 
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** It is a Rembrandt,'* answered Monsieur, in a 
pleasant unemotional voice. 

I took Sibylle by the hand, and, as I walked towards 
the staircase, I felt happy for the first time for a very 
long while, 

" Christine " 

Madame's voice made me turn my head towards 
her; we stopped with the child on one of the stairs. 

u Yes, madame." 

" I'm so sorry but I must tell you I've had a letter 
from the nurse who's been with us for four years, 
She had to go off to Holland because her mother was 
ill. And, in to-day 's letter, she writes that she will 
get one of her sisters to look after her mother so that 
she can come back to us. So I can't keep you longer 
than a month. But don't worry, my husband and I 
between us will find you something else. You do 
understand, don't you? '* 

" But, of course, I understand, madame/* 

She raised her head and smiled at me. 

" Don't be frightened, we'll arrange it all" 

I went on climbing the stairs with Sibylle. Her 
little hand became warm and friendly in my own. 
She spoke to me for the first time. 

" It's a pity you've got to go* The other nurse b 
nice, but perhaps you can stay all the same. . . / f 

In her little room, I took off her dressing-gown and 
put her to bed, 

'* Will you tell me a story? Bring one of my books, 
they're on the bookshelf," 



I told her a long story, and, after having tucked her 
well into her blankets, I went to my room. 

The writing-paper on the table had become useless. 
This month would go so fast. But what should I do 
afterwards ? 

The next day, when I took Sibylle and Bruno in to 
Madame, I saw that she was writing on a typewriter 

" I translate books/* she explained to me. 

Almost instinctively I said to the children : 

" Come along with me; your mother mustn't be 
disturbed." 

She gave me a look of astonishment. 

** That's certainly the first time I've heard those 
words in this house 1 " 

Seeing her typewriter, the papers scattered over the 
table, a pencil fallen on the carpet all this in the 
shafts of autumn sunlight gave me an irresistible 
longing to tell her that I imagined a life exactly like 
hers, with a work in hand and children coming in to 
greet me in the morning, But I virtuously kept 
silence and took Sibylle off for a walk. 

It was an unforgettable month, saturated with joys 
and sorrows. I counted the days like a prisoner * 
voluntarily locked up in her bliss of provisional peace. 
I wrote optimistic letters to my parents and I saw 
Georges every Sunday. He had found a chauffeur's 
job with one of those numerous White Russian princes 
who had survived the 1917 revolution. This prince 
lived alone in Paris in a sumptuous fiat, looked after 
by a faithful cook. Georges who, in Hungary, had 
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been given a little car as a birthday present by his 
parents, had had no qualms about accepting the job 
which made him the driver of an enormous luxury 
car, black and shining as an undertaker's In a funeral 
procession. It was a very famous car, of the kind built 
to order for millionaires, and on account of the 
classic shape of its body, no one suspected that it 
dated from 1927. From information supplied by the 
cook, Georges learnt that, long ago, the jovial prince 
with his blotchy, perpetually smiling face had married 
an immensely rich American and that they lived 
apart; she in America, with her title of Princess, and 
he with the money she sent him every month. 

Our Sundays were filled with the stories we ex- 
changed about the charms of Sibylle and the caprices 
of the prince. Georges drove him nearly every night 
to a night-club near Pigalle and he studied his Inter- 
national Law by the light of the little lamp in the car. 
But this car deliberately stalled its engine at the 
moment the red light changed to green. Georges was 
harassed by impatient klaxons that suddenly hooted 
all round them and the prince would pull down the 
window that separated them so that the latter would 
be sure of hearing his oaths. " We must have a life 
of our own . . ." We were always repeating those 
magic words. 

At the end of the third week, Madame sent me to 
see a family in their neighbourhood; she believed 
they were looking for a nurse for their child. I ww 
invited in and carefully examined. My physical 



strength did not appear adequate to the work required, 
** You are frail and the house is large," they told me, 

Madame was extremely upset; she would have 
liked to keep two nurses rather than send me out into 
a blank future. They never spoke of my lost country 
nor of my life as a refugee. They listened to every- 
thing I said in my strongly accented French; we 
talked about Balzac and Roger Martin du Card. They 
were surprised that we had so much knowledge of 
French literature in Hungary but this surprise was 
never expressed; I was only aware of it in their eyes. 
During my long walks with Sibylle I learnt the French 
I had not known before, the language of everyday life 
and children's favourite expressions, Sibylle corrected 
me with gay confidence. Once I asked her the 
question: 

" Now, tell me, what is dreaming? " 

She answered without hesitation: 

" Thinking while you're asleep. . . ." 

By making her define a word I had wanted to 
disarm her. I had hoped that I would be the one to 
explain it to her; I wanted to enjoy the cheap super- 
iority of the grown-up who sets a problem with the 
certainty that the child cannot solve it. But this little 
fairy of five and a half got the better of me in intelli- 
gence and quickness of mind. 

When I departed from Garches, leaving my provi- 
sional happiness for only too certain anxieties, Madame 
gaw me an envelope with two months' wages in it 
instead of one. And her children, who had been born 
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with white socks and had never had a grazed knee, 
kissed me, one by one, with that look typical of their 
age; a look full of curiosity, but passionless and 
detached. Sibylle said in a choked little voice: 

" Will you come back to see me? " 

" Yes, of course Christine will come back/ 1 replied 
Madame, 

Rose had given me a box of sweets; she greatly 
regretted that I had not had a chance to meet her 
niece who was also called Christine. 

It was Monsieur who drove me back to Paris. He 
deposited me outside the little hotel. 

" Au revoir, mademoiselle." 

" Au revoir, monsieur." 

Perhaps some day, I shall see them again? 
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WITH MY two months* wages in my handbag, I 
decided to hire a typewriter and launch out on my 
great adventure writing my first novel: Wanda. 
Now that I was back in Paris, Georges often dropped 
in to see me, and the little street was overcome by the 
sight of such a sumptuous car. But one day the 
engine stalled right in front of the door and Georges, 
surrounded by a mocking crowd, could not manage 
to start it up again. 

The prince had worries; the money from America 
was in arrears and it was the cook who paid Georges. 
It was she who lent her master money so that he should 
not miss his evening's entertainment. 

The little table in my room barely supported the 
weight of the huge typewriter. It was a doubb-foutk 
Remington. The rickety keyboard groaned when I 
touched the keys, and, at the end of each line, the bell 
rang so violently that my neighbour, aa English- 
woman, asked me several times to change my machine, 
I had to explain that this was impossible. I wrote in 
the midst of these shrill noises. 1 cooked on a board 
kid over the wash-basia and the spirit-stove puffed 
and snorted like the first steam engine. 
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How does one write a novel ? I had my characters, 
the quickening pace of an action whose end I could 
not foresee, the face of a woman and the atmosphere 
of Vienna. I paced up and down the tiny room and, 
one morning, I found my opening sentence : Th soldier 
brutally grabbed hold of Wanda . . . I did not yet 
know which of the soldiers 1 foresaw five of them 
made this rough, decisive gesture, but, with those 
words, I was launched on my first chapter. I typed 
for seven or eight hours a day and, when I went out 
during the afternoon, I had an intoxicated sense of 
well-being and marvellous calm for which my own 
pages were responsible. 

The weather changed and the rain imprisoned me 
in the little hotel bedroom. Georges came whenever 
he could get a free moment and we talked about our 
future. He explained to me that success was only a 
question of luck, backed up by an ingenious idea. It 
was about this time that he put an advertisement in 
an evening paper, whose text ran as follows: " Young 
man requires capital of one million (possibly more) to 
launch publicity campaign for sensational ^invention. 
Immense profit for lender. I will negotiate loan in 
24 hours. Address reply to this paper, Urgent." 

He would like me to have been more optimistic 
but, when he told me the principles of his invention, 
his enthusiasm filled me with alarm. He wanted to 
manufacture a refrigerator without ice. His plans 
were astounding and, in the end, he decided to set up 
the apparatus, piece by piece, in my roonu 
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" But how will you get the electric current?" I 
asked timidly. 

He was knocked off his perch and almost hostile 
when I recalled him to the brute facts of hotel life. 
I had wanted to change the bulb of my lamp for a 
stronger one and we had had a short-circuit. The 
proprietor was determined to keep his expenses down. 

He went off in a bad temper, and, alone once more, 
I went over our conversation. It was only after he 
had gone that I realised the implication of certain 
words. " There's only two years difference between 
us. When you're thirty, I shall be a man of thirty- 
two. Just imagine the difference. A man of thirty 
is only beginning his life, whereas a woman . . /* 
His silence had been eloquent. Nowadays I under- 
stood his silences better than his words. 

That evening, my eyes were too tired to write* 
Under cover of darkness, hiding behind my burning 
eyelids, I thought I had still nine years of youth left. 

Monsieur Szabo appeared in our life like a shooting 
star promising the fulfilment of every secret hope. 
His name seemed to destine him to be a Hungarian 
like any other Hungarian, but he was totally different 
from any I had met hitherto. His round head, with 
its friendly, shining baldness, and his generous 
gestures he would give a five hundred franc tip 
after drinking a fifty franc coffee had made his 
reputation in an elegant tea-shop not fer from the 
Champs-Elys^es* We knew that lie had been a big 
business man in Hungary; before the war, according 
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to the respectful gossips who hovered round him, he 
had sold wheat by the truck-load and sheep by the 
flock. He lived in a luxurious villa just outside Paris 
and never went anywhere without an old Pole who 
acted both as his chauffeur and as his indispensable 
interpreter. Monsieur Szabo did not know a single 
word of French and said his friendly " good morning " 
to the smiling waitresses in Hungarian. He had left 
Hungary in the last days of the war and had appar- 
ently succeeded in getting an entire train full of 
merchandise through defeated Germany. Switzerland 
had accepted Monsieur Szabo and his train and, a 
few years later, he had arrived in Paris with the 
remains of his fortune and a severe Swiss wife who had 
given him four children in five years. 

The red nape of his neck mounted guard over two 
small ears which nature had carefully stuck fiat against 
his skull and his quick eyes darted from objects to 
people and rested on both with the same interest. 

Georges was the first to have the idea to ask Mon- 
sieur Szabo to lend him some capital. But it was no 
longer a question of the refrigerator; we wanted to 
have the management of a little restaurant and to 
make a fortune thanks to homely, wholesome cooking. 

I would have preferred to remain in my little room 
and go on writing, without thinking of the world 
about IBS, but the sum I possessed when I left Garches 
was diminishing very fast and I looked every day at 
tfae advertisements to find another place as nurse. 
Moreover, Georges wanted to leave the prince and 
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the car in which he had to keep vigil every night 
outside the famous Pigalle night-club. Through an 
agency we had discovered a bittro whose present 
manageress wished to leave. The agent had explained 
to us that the restaurant was in a working-class district 
and that, on account of its situation, its future was 
assured with a minimum of work. 

" I shall serve in the bar and you'll do the cooking," 
Georges told me, his eyes shining with enthusiasm. 
" I shall work till dawn but you'll go to bed as soon 
as possible because you'll buy the provisions in the 
big market, the Halles, and you'll have to get up very 
early." 

Monsieur Szabo listened to our projects with the 
faintly absent-minded attention of big business men 
who have to solve several problems at once. The 
Pole never left his side and, barricaded behind a 
trolley loaded with cakes which the waitress left con- 
stantly within his reach, he put questions to us. 
After long complicated conversations it was agreed 
that he should give us the sum necessary to start us 
off and that, for several years, he should have a per- 
centage of the receipts. 

He looked at me very uneasily, 

** Do you know how to cook for forty or fifty 
people?" 

I assured him that I did but I was paralysed with 
terror. 

It was also necessary to envisage a Frenchman 
who would act as a dummy and take the restaurant 

163 



in his name, As refugees we could not get the neces- 
sary permits* 

One day we were invited to Monsieur Szabo's 
home and we made the acquaintance of his wife. She 
was a tall, bony blonde with cold eyes and fat hips. 
She openly despised us and the languishing conversa- 
tion in bad German made me sleepy and frightened* 
During luncheon I felt Madame Szabo's sharp gaze 
hovering over my head, brushing my hair and settling 
on my plate like an obstinate wasp that refuses to go 
away before it has stung you. 

" Are your children well, madame ? " 

** Very, very well," she answered, and she rolled 
her " r's " so strongly that I suddenly imagined those 
noisy " r's " were roller-skates that she attached to 
her tongue every time she spoke. 

" They're at Basle, with my mother, for a fort- 
night ." 

Monsieur Szabo helped himself to another large 
slice of meat that had already gone cold in its sauce, 
for the servant had forgotten to remove the dish and 
left it on the table. 

Madame Szabo exclaimed: 

" Your stomach! . . . Don't make yourself ill 
think of your children! . . ." 

She went on, with a violence unusual in big blonde 
women: 

** You mast be careful about that restaurant too. 
Losing money's a great deal easier than making it. 
Think of your children's future. . . ." 
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Her husband shrugged his shoulders, unmoved, and 
wiped his plate with a piece of bread. 

" Don't be afraid, Hilda; it f s not a bad enterprise 
and they've got courage. Besides, think of the three 
thousand typewriters I'm waiting for/* 

Up till now, taking refuge in a feigned indifference, 
I had let the words go on swirling round me. I was 
as morally weary as I was physically and the presence of 
Georges now seemed an enigma rather than a solution. 
Did he really believe that I should be able to cope with 
that amount of work? He had promised me a little 
maid to do the washing-up and, later on, a waitress. 
He had so much confidence in my strength and thought 
I was so courageous that I had not dared to disillusion 
him. I wanted to be the woman of his dreams* The 
word ** typewriter " came as a pleasant surprise. Sud- 
denly awakened I turned to Monsieur Szabo: 

" Are you talking about typewriters ? ff 

I looked at his lips, all shiny with grease and at an 
audacious little drop that was making its way towards 
his chin. 

** Fm waiting for three thousand typewriters from 
the United States. I shall break the European market 
with this influx of cheap machines. After that, 1 shall 
order them by tens of thousands/* 

" Could I buy one? I'd so much like to. . . ." 

His broad smile made the drop run down on to his 
neck; I no longer saw it, 

" Nothing easier/' he replied* " You can have 
two if you like. . . ." 



The maid brought in some fruit. Madame Szabo 
attacked an apple and Monsieur Szabo took a banana. 

Georges shot a question across the table like a bullet. 

" Shall we go and see the restaurant to-morrow ? " 

"About three o'clock? . . ." said Monsieur Szabo 
reflectively. 

I broke in, excited by the thought of my future 
typewriter: 

" It would be better to go in the evening. During 

the rush hours the agent says there are lots of people. 
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He agreed. 

" Come and fetch me at the tea-shop at six; we'll 
all go together in the car.'* 

Madame Szabo once more addressed her husband 
as if we were not present. 

" Have you really got confidence in them ? " 

** Why, of course I have. They're fine, courageous 
young things, . . /' 

" But it's our money that's in question/* she in- 
sisted, " The children . . ." 

Oh, those children! I saw them as famished mon- 
sters who drank a glass of liquid silver for breakfast 
and ate bundles of crisp thousand-franc notes instead 
of rolls. 

We left the ofverheated villa about four in the 
afternoon. The cold wind slipped under the collar 
of my old winter coat and ran all down my back. I 
carefully avoided the puddles for my shoes were no 
longer good for anything but dry, sunny weather* I 
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shivered, and Georges, who was holding my arm, 
asked me: 

" Is there anything wrong? Why are you de- 
pressed ? " 

His boyish face was full of frank curiosity. He 
was not laughing at me. He really wanted to know. 
But how could I explain our own situation to him? 
I loathed his man's hat, that hat that made him look 
so absurdly young. All the same he was twenty-three, 
nearly twenty-four. . . 

I did not answer till we were in the mftro and the 
kindly underground warmth enveloped me. 

" There's nothing the matter with me, absolutely 
nothing." 

He said, in a business-like way: 

** You mustn't be ill, now that we're going to have 
our bistro" 

Without comment I silently fixed my eyes on the 
black walls of those extraordinary tunnels along which 
the m&ro was running at foil speed. He took my 
motionless hand in his, Did we love each other? . * * 

From the very first moment I had felt a profound 
antipathy towards Monsieur Szabo's interpreter and 
he reciprocated my hostility without disguising his 
feelings. He had the head of a worn-out old r&nl on 
a thin, wrinkled neck and his almost skeleton-like 
hand was always nervously brushing the revere of his 
coat that shone like the seat of an old pair of trousers* 
Leaning on his stick, with his hat kid oti the table 
beside his empty cup, he would watch us like a bird 
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of prey whose age has dimmed its keen sight so that 
it has to stoop lower and lower in order not to miss its 
victim. He spoke French and Hungarian well enough 
to translate Monsieur Szabo's sentences and, in our 
presence, he rushed the words out quicker than ever 
so as to show off his prowess as an interpreter. 

Before we left the tea-shop Monsieur Szabo dis- 
missed him with a " We'll meet later on, at the club," 
and, installed in our friend's car, we set off for the 
restaurant. Monsieur Szabo drove very badly, making 
his brakes screech at the red lights that lit up along 
our route, bright and burning as little braziers that 
could resist that icy rain* 

"Got stage fright?" asked Georges under his 
breath, and I had the feeling that, with that question 
whispered in the hollow of my ear, he was laying the 
whole burden of the enterprise on me. 

** Yes, I have got stage fright," I answered aggres- 
sively like someone owning up to their fear with pride. 

After minute researches on a very worn map, we 
found ourselves in a long and narrow street in Levallois. 
Monsieur Szabo advanced cautiously; an enormous 
lorry parked In the middle of the street blocked the 
view. Dark shapes, dripping with rain, were un- 
loading the lorry, and by the light of the yellow 
street-lamps we saw split carcasses of bleeding beef 
on their broad shoulders. 

The batcher was standing in the doorway of his 
shop observing these blood-stained shadows going to 
and fro and, when fee saw Monsieur Szabo lower the 
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car window and lean out as a sign of protest against 
the obstruction, he shouted some unknown words 
at him. 

" What's he saying?" asked Monsieur Szabo, 
turning round to Georges. Georges hastily replied: 

" Oh, nothing important, he just wants you to go on 
being patient. , . " 

But this was untrue. Behind Monsieur Szabo's 
back I gave Georges an inquiring look but he put his 
finger to his lips. 

At last we were able to proceed and to search for 
the number. I tried to catch sight of the restaurant 
through a misted pane. Just when Monsieur Szabo 
was about to lose patience, we at last found our bistro. 
From the street all we could see was a glass door with 
a check curtain and windows covered with the same 
stuff. By a miracle a van was just moving off and 
Monsieur Szabo occupied its place. 

Monsieur Szabo went in first and we followed him, 
submissive and trembling. The restaurant was empty 
and, in the dimness of the back room, we could see 
chairs piled up on tables. The front part was dom- 
inated by a zinc bar-counter and a kind of dresser, 
with shelves. Standing fixed and motionless in the 
bright light of the bar itself, we felt as if we were 
imprisoned in a luminous circle drawn by a magician. 

And suddenly there appeared out of a dark corner 
a woman of overwhelming beauty, the kind of beauty 
blondes call common and men respect out of prudence. 
Her masses of black hair, whose glossy curb shone 



with brilliantine, and her plump, voluptuous, friendly 
shoulders, created expressly for men to lay their heads 
on that marvellous cushion of living flesh, presented a 
startling spectacle to us and intoxicating one to 
Monsieur Szaixx 

" You've come about the business? " 

Her voice invested the prosaic question with some- 
thing intimate, almost sensual. 

Monsieur Szabo turned to me excited and en- 
chanted: 

"What does she say?" 

The young woman came towards us and I saw the 
shape of her long thighs under the tight sheath of her 
skirt. 

Monsieur Szabo forgot that the restaurant was 
empty. He installed himself at the bar and the 
woman poured him out a drink. I watched in silence 
and we learnt that she was Spanish, that she had run 
the restaurant for the last two years but, because of a 
serious quarrel with her husband, she wanted to go 
back to Barcelona. 

Georges faithfully translated her precious words 
and Monsieur Szabo, lulled by strong drink, leant on 
the counter and never took his dazed, admiring eyes 
off the voluptuous proprietress. She was not in the 
feast embarrassed by the fact that the restaurant was 
empty. 

" I haven't bothered about it since my trouble," 
she said, md her pointed breasts asserted themselves 
with shameless candour through her yellow jumper. 
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With a mechanical gesture she wiped some dry glasses; 
when she shook her head she set the big rings in her 
ears dancing. 

I saw a juke-box in a corner* I slipped a coin into 
the slit indicated by an arrow; I wanted to furnish 
this emptiness. Georges was standing close by me, 
alert and expectant* 

" Are you coming ? " he said, " The woman 
speaks a little German and I've left Szabo with her* 
Now we can look over the restaurant* . . . Do you 
think Szabo will fork out ? " 

My answer was drowned in a burst of music and the 
waltz set everything spinning round me; the dust, the 
shadows, my own misery. It was too much for me: 
the " Blue Danube " fixed on a scratched record; the 
curtains whose folds were solid with encrusted dirt; 
the tables heaped with chairs; Monsieur Szabo and 
his swimming eyes, avid with the hope of possessing 
that body, at least in his dreams; the smell of stale 
beer and the thick cloaks of dust on the bottles. 

" Oh, do come along," Georges insisted. 

I went to see the sinister kitchen with its enormous 
saucepans suspended over a coal range. 

" It's a bit old," Georges admitted. * But we 11 
get it all into condition again." 

Through an open trap-door we descended into the 
cellar which was lit by one small electric bulb. The 
smell of mildew took us by the throat and enonnous 
spider's webs were draped, motionless* over a cask 
that had entirely rotted away. 
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" You know what we'll do here, darling/* said 
Georges. " We'll make a bar ... A frightfully 
smart bar. . . . The French love cellars provided 
they're romantic or unusual. We'll repaint the walls 
and then we'll put up some artificial spider's webs. * . . 
Maybe we might hang up a skeleton, cleverly lighted, 
in a corner. . . . And, to please you, we'll stress the 
intellectual character of this bar . . . it'll be a literary 
night-club. . . . Later on, of course, we'll have an 
orchestra. D'you agree, darling? " 

I preserved a hostile silence and I was afraid even 
to smile. When we went upstairs again we found 
Monsieur Szabo completely tipsy. 

** I'll give you the money for the business," he 
mumbled thickly. " Even more than you wanted. . . . 
Wonderful thing, youth. . . ." 

The Spanish woman smiled and planted her black 
gaze on us. She yawned behind the bar and, as she 
stretched her arms, the tight jumper nearly split over 
her breasts. 

" How glad I shall be to be back in Barcelona," she 
sighed. 

This did not surprise me. I, too, would much 
rather be in Barcelona than here. 

When we left Monsieur Szabo outside his club he 
thanked us, almost with tears in his eyes, for our 
excursion. He also promised us the money we needed 
to sign the contract at the beginning of the following 
week. We accompanied him right to the door of the 
elegant building. 
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When he was in the lift Georges asked the porter: 

" What's his club, that gentleman who's just gone 
upstairs ? " 

The porter replied with great disdain: 

" It's a gaining club: baccarat and roulette. . . 
But exclusively for members*" 

I hastily stifled a wicked hope. " If he lost his 
money, there'd be no more restaurant! . . . M I did 
not dare say a word, Georges was too worried, 

After that we only saw Monsieur Szabo in the 
waiting-room of his club. He promised us the money 
from one day to the next and it was always about six 
o'clock that we arrived in this richly furnished little 
drawing-room which, for us, was furnished only with 
anxiety. I took not the slightest notice of another 
woman who was waiting for some man and I put my 
sopping shoes against the radiator, 

A helpless, frantic Georges asked me the same ques- 
tion every time: 

" Do you think hell sign the cheque to-day ? " 

I shrugged my shoulders, disguising my lassitude 
as much as I could and, huddled in a soft, well- 
upholstered arm-chair, I said nothing. 

When he arrived we stood motionless, almost 
hypnotised in his presence. Every day he would 
burst into the room with his hands outstretched, 
always with the same overwhelming enthusiasm. 

" My dear young friends, how ashamed I am to 
keep you waiting like this, but I couldn't kave the 
table." 



His congested face, his eyes with their network of 
red veins, the thick finger he thrust between his collar 
and his swollen neck to assist his breathing, the over- 
night beard flourishing on his chin like the bluish 
imprint of some strange malady, inspired us with a 
kind of terror. 

" The estate agent has given us just one week 
more," Georges would explain and in the heavily 
furnished, never-aired room his voice sounded abnor- 
mally loud. 

** But, with a week, we've got all eternity before 
us,** Monsieur Szabo would say joyfully, and he 
would add: 

" Fve got to get my luck back. My interpreter 
wins all the time, playing with my money; it doesn't 
make sense. . . ." 

Already his gaze was turning towards the door. 

** I must go back, dear children." 

One day, I intercepted that look and, staring at the 
contracted pupils, I searched for the light of reason, 
for the proof that he was still capable of sustained 
thought. 

** Monsieur Szabo," I said. " Why don't you go 
back to the tea-shop? All your business is waiting 
there for you to attend to it. ... And the typewriters. 
What's happened to them? " 

He bit his lower lip and its thick flesh retained the 
sharp imprint of the tooth. 

44 They're in the customs at the moment, I can't 
pay the duty/* 



I insisted cruelly, feeling as if I were hitting an 
unconscious man: 

" And your children, Monsieur Szabo are they 
all right?" 

Tiny drops of sweat beaded his dilated pores. It 
was as if a strange dew had covered his face. 

" Fve sent my wife to her parents in Switzerland. 
The villa was too expensive but shell come back as 
soon as IVe bought a flat." 

The woman, who was listening to our conversation, 
lowered her heavy eyelids, as if she were hearing that 
phrase for the hundredth time. Suddenly, the un- 
known woman became an ally; I wanted to turn to 
her and say, in the most natural way; 

" Are you waiting for a madman too, dear ? " 

The door opened and we saw two men standing 
there; the interpreter and a thin little man who rushed 
up to the woman mumbling : 

" Everything's going splendidly, love.** 

" Come home with me," said the woman in a dull, 
unimpassioned voice. 

The thin little man was overflowing with jovial 
good humour. . . . 

" You go, love, and I'll be back soon/* 

The woman raised dear eyes, shining with hatred, 
then she whispered with an impassiveness that made 
our flesh creep : 

44 Moron. . . ." 

The little man came up very dose to her and whis- 
pered something with his lips pressed against her ear. 
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The interpreter, still standing in the open doorway, 
shot a word of command at Monsieur Szabo. 

44 Hi, come back, you! " 

" Is that how he speaks to you now ? " 

The remark came out entirely against my will. 

Monsieur Szabo, already on his feet, held out his 
moist hand to us. 

" He's a friend, a good old intimate friend. , . . 
And he understands gambling. It was he who intro- 
duced me here. . . " 

To show his impatience, the Pole drummed on the 
door: 

" Hurry up, old chap. . . ." 

He was animated by the excitement of his all too 
easy revenge. He took Monsieur Szabo by the arm, 
like an attendant in a lunatic asylum conducting his 
patient back into the insane ward after a visit from 
the outside world. 

In the cold, harsh street, Georges turned to me. 

"Do you think he's going to stop gambling? If 
he doesn't, he's a lost man* But, after all, that's how 
it always is in life. . . Once a drunkard, always a 
drunkard. . . ." 

A hitherto unknown rebelliousness made me bristle 
up at these bromides. I shook myself like a dog 
trying to get rid of its collar. 

** How on earth shoxild I know? What we've got 
to do dining the next five days is find a job." 

** We might have been so happy with the bistro" 



Georges went on, without even noticing my despairing 
fury. 

It was one of his greatest qualities, this ability to 
dream. He went on his way in life with the terrifying 
serenity of a sleepwalker who walks over the roofs, 
unconsciously reassured because the people around 
him are awake and have sufficient tact not to waken 
him abruptly. . . . 

I no longer understood anything about him. What 
had I to do with his body there beside my own and 
with his grey thoughts? I wrote enthusiastic letters 
to my parents; I was so used to my own lies about a 
pleasant life, full of work, but lit up with all sorts of 
possibilities that, when I had finished a letter, I was 
almost happy. I lulled myself with my own words 
and I kept on telling myself that it was marvellous 
to be in Paris, to be twenty-two and to have a great 
romantic love. But the truth was far otherwise. The 
meaning of my life, adorned by the elements I would 
have liked to believe genuine, was hidden in the pages 
of my novel. I knew already that I was born to write 
but I felt too, that, before my work was published, I 
ought to keep quiet about it. To be published 1 . * * 
I looked at the names of publishers in the windows of 
bookshops and I sometimes went inside without any 
possibility of being able to buy anything. I would 
shyly ask for some information and 1 would savour 
the smell of books and touch their coras. I had 
done a hundred pages of W&nd&\ she had achieved 
her third lover and, when I was very hungry while 
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working, 1 stuffed her with foie gras and champagne. 
I wrote with blankets wrapped round my thighs and 
my old coat over my shoulders, but she was spoilt 
and her flat in Vienna was so warmly heated that she 
walked about barefoot on the thick carpets* At one 
time when I lay listless and depressed in Georges's 
arms, I had just made her swoon with pleasure at the 
end of a chapter. I envied Wanda. . , . 
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MADAME SAULNER, our new employer, was tall, without 
being fat. She liked wholesome cooking, finished her 
meal with yoghourt, wore a well-disciplined smile on 
her face and starched collars round her neck. Her 
domestic world was made to her measure, A huge 
twelve-roomed flat; eight tall children of whom the 
six boys had their mother's round eyes; a kitchen 
perfectly equipped to deal with all these ferocious 
appetites. The table in the dining-room always 
presented the same problem when I had to clean it* 
Covered with a plastic cloth, this table was as big as 
a skating-rink; I had to climb on a chair to wipe 
away the wine stains in the middle of it. The children 
might drink a glass of wine at each meal. It seemed 
it was good for their health whereas we, in the kitchen, 
were condemned to the water tap. Madame was 
very thrifty but she also had a highly developed sense 
of responsibility. She did not want to expose her staff 
to the temptation of becoming drunkards. 

When we came to this luxury Bat for the first time, 
in reply to a small advertisement, the conciergt pounced 
out of her lodge; she was a cantankerous woman 
whose black frock, obviously givea her by one of her 
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tenants, lent her a sham air of distinction. She asked 
us suspiciously: 

" Where are you going ? " 

" To see Madame Saulner. . . ." 

Her look became evasive and she repeated, with 
avid curiosity: 

** You're going to see Madame Saulner? ... Is it 
about the advertisement or a personal call ? " 

** The advertisement. . . ." 

Victorious, she indicated the back stairs, which ran 
straight up from the street, on the left of the main 
entrance. 

So, very suitably, we arrived in Madame Saulner's 
flat by way of the kitchen* The cook showed us into 
the drawing-room. 

" What do you think of her? " Georges asked me. 
He wanted to know my opinion before having one of 
his own. 

I could not answer because Madame Saulner had 
just come in, Shaking hands with us so forcefully 
that she crushed my wedding-ring painfully into my 
finger, she said : 

" I engage you; your references are good/* 

The cook brought in a tray with three cups, a tin 
of powdered coffee and a jug of hot water. 

Madame Saulner poured us out some coffee, and, 
with a brusque gesture, held out the sugar bowl to me. 

" Sugar? How much? " 

It was as if she had said: "Arsenic? How 
much? " 
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She added, gazing at me : 

" Are you an intellectual too? '* 

That little " too " was like a slap in the face, but I 
had no shoes and I wanted to keep my hired type- 
writer, I answered meekly: 

** I don't know, madame." 

" Because you" she went on, turning to Georges > 
" you wanted to go on studying, didn't you ? " 

Georges was astonishingly firm. 

" I am going on studying, madame.** 

She shivered and a little grimace turned down the 
corners of her smile, 

" I don't know if that will do here; there's a great 
deal of work. , . ." 

Georges replied obstinately: 

" I shall find a little time, madame." 

She gave a short nervous laugh. 

" You know your own inind. . . /* 

She came back to me, like a dog with two bones 
who gnaws first one, then the other: 

" When did you leave your own country? " 

" In 1948, madame." 

"Your studies?" 

" I took my School Leaving Certificate and Univer- 
sity Entrance. I did eight years Latin at school**' 

" Ah, did you indeed? Well, well . . .** 

She was so surprised that she stopped chewing her 
bone for a moment or two. 

" You could help my elder daughter, Patrick; 
not very keen oa Latin. . , /* 
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Instinctively compelled into a duel that amused me, 
I told her: 

" I also did six years at the Conservatoire* I nearly 
became a pianist. . . ," 

Madame Saulner fell into a dangerous torpor; she 
repeated under her breath: 

" Conservatoire . . . Patricia plays the piano too* 
You could take her teacher's place/' 

Georges, who had not the faintest notion that an 
extraordinary battle had just begun, put in, with 
innocent candour: 

" Christine is writing a book. She has a great deal 
of talent." 

The match was already very near the gunpowder* 
Madame Saulner exclaimed: 

** I want a housemaid . . a good housemaid! On 
Sunday afternoons, you can do whatever you like, even 
write. But during the week, I warn you, I will not 
stand for any deviation from your work. . , Do you 
darn well, Christine? " 

I did not like hearing my name on her lips. I would 
like to have invented another name and proffered 
it to her on my palm, as one shows a coin one 
has found behind a cupboard. I should like to 
have said I was called Catherine or Rose why not 
Antigone? 

** Are you day-dreaming, Christine ? " 
It was her declaration of war: ** Are you day- 
dreaming, Christine? ** 

We spent the month of November like shipwrecked 
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people keeping their heads above the waves while 
they wait for a ship. But there was neither ship nor 
lifeboat for us. There was only Madame Saulner 
and her voice; her voice that galloped in front of her 
like a messenger; her voice that made me tremble; 
her sugary voice that was so sure of itself. 

" What are you doing, Christine ? Are you day- 
dreaming ? " 

Georges had a green apron and I had a white apron. 
Hlfcne, the cook, never stirred out of her kitchen. 
It was Madame Saulner who did the shopping; she 
did not wish H^l&ne to grow rich too quickly in her 
service. We were up at seven and we went to bed at 
eleven after having washed up a mountain of dirty 
crockery. Georges was as pale as a ghost and I had 
no idea how I looked myself; I avoided looking- 
glasses. The kind H61ne, who had already lost some 
years off her life in Madame's service, was a philoso- 
pher. She helped me as much as she could and 
supported me physically and morally; her affection 
was inexhaustible. She had no husband and no 
private life; her destiny was to be a slave but she had 
a marvellously warm heart. How should I ever have 
stood up to that life without her? 

Georges pressed Monsieur's innumerable pairs of 
trousers. Monsieur was extremely insignificant. It 
was only his trousers that made me aware of his 
presence* During meals, I watted at table. I often 
thought of a housemaid we used to have in Budapest, 
She never smiled. Was she as unhappy as I was? 
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Madame Saulner always kept me waiting when I 
presented the heavy tray to her. 

She pretended not to know I was behind her; she 
hated me and felt the need to express her hatred when- 
ever she had the chance. When she condescended to 
take the meat, she promptly put the dishes back on 
the tray. 

" But it's cold. . . . You people in the kitchen, are 
you incapable of serving our food hot? " 

I would return to the kitchen with the meat. H^l&ne, 
scarlet with indignation, would exclaim: 

** But it was piping hot! " 

And the business would begin all over again. 

We began our luncheon when they rose from the 
table. Madame's impatient steps would echo along 
the passage and we would eat hurriedly, our muscles 
contracted. 

One day she came raging into the kitchen : 

** I find you waste a great deal of time over your 
meals. You take longer to eat than we do, the 
family! " 

I did not want to look at her; I fixed my eyes on 
the rim of my plate, but I could feel my legs shaking. 
I braced my feet against the tiles; I wanted to stop 
shaking, but the trembling ran through my whole 
body and I, who had not prayed for a long time, said 
inwardly: 

** Oh God, make her go away, make her disappear; 
God, make her be less unkind. . . ." 

Madame Saulner Invented apparently delicate tasks 
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in order to entrust them to me. She had a real silk 
nightdress, pleated from neck to hem. She would 
wear it for one night and give it to me to iron the 
following morning. For a whole week I did this 
pointless ironing; she watched me with satisfaction 
out of the corner of her eye. During that period of 
ironing, I took certain notes for my novel VPanda, 
and I wrote key-sentences on scraps of paper. ** Frigid 
women adore luxurious nightdresses. For them real 
silk is a kind of sexual satisfaction. Wanda's friend 
was as big and strong as a horse; at night, she wrapped 
her large body in fine lace and repelled her husband's 
advances with disgust," 

But, as my bedroom had no key, I had to hide my 
manuscript every day in my suitcase and push it under 
my bed, 

In their drawing-room there was a book-case. 
Wiping off the dust I looked at the titles. Henry 
Bordeaux was most in evidence, followed by Duvernois 
and Pierre Benoit, The Comtesse de S6gur took up 
an entire shelf; I could not bear her and I always 
left a layer of dust over the misfortunes of that per- 
verse, detestable Sophie, I do not like this uncon- 
summated marriage between the Russian soul and a 
French name. I had a keen desire to re-read Cfaolok- 
hov, Gogol, and, above all, Tchehov, but I consoled 
myself with the thought that, even if my favourite 
books were presented to me on a silver platter, 1 would 
be unable to read them. At eleven o f clock at night, 
I fell into bed, dead with exhaustion* 
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Madame Saulner had a great weakness for Georges. 
She tried to chat with him to prove that she too had 
a mind that was no stranger to social problems, 
Georges's nerves were infinitely more robust than my 
own and, with impeccable politeness, he did chat, if 
Madame was so inclined. 

For the winter holidays, we went off to their country 
house which Georges and I had to clean from top to 
bottom in one morning. H6lne told us that, every 
time they came here, they invited a young English- 
man, because it was very smart to have an English 
boy for the holidays 1 

How happy Madame was in that country house! 
She was always running up and down the stairs ; she 
was so sorry we were not seeing her house with its 
spring flowers and she assured us, like a threat, that 
we should often be coming back here. In Paris we 
did have our Sundays from three o'clock on. Herej 
the situation was hopeless; there was no village any- 
where near and we were entirely delivered over to 
Madame. Nevertheless she did send us out for an 
hour's walk on Sundays. " Take advantage of the 
air, iny friends; take good, deep breaths of it. . ." 

Tjbe Englishman arrived on the Monday. He was 
a youth of seventeen whose transparent skin was not 
ruined by adolescent pimples. He was tall, slim and 
fair-haired, and he did not speak a word of French. 
He reminded me of Dickens, of the unforgettable 
David Copperfield, and I offered him the tray at 
meals with the loving care of a faithful reader meeting 
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her favourite hero at long last in the flesh. Out in 
the kitchen, from which I could see the garden, I 
followed him with my eyes, as I did the washing-up, 
and I thought of my uncle and aunt who always spoke 
English when they talked about literature and who 
quarrelled in Italian because my uncle had lived for 
many years in Fiume. Heavens, how far away they 
were! Not because they were dead, but because of 
the life I was living now. 

H$ne laid her heavy hand on my shoulder: 

" Something wrong, little one? " 

" I'm so tired, Hdfcne." 

" You're not cut out for this work," she said. 
44 You'll ruin your health if you keep on at it. ... 
Couldn't you find something else? " 

I answered lethargically: 

" I don't know. I don't know anything any 
more* . . * 

Two days later when I went into the English boy's 
bedroom I smelt a peculiar smell. I opened the 
window, I swept the room and made his bed, but the 
smell obstinately persisted. I thought it was only 
my imagination. However, the next morning, I was 
aware of the same smell, only stronger, more diffused; 
in fact, definitely established. 

At first I summoned H&ne; she sniffed with me 
and said, shrugging bar shoulders: 

" Madame was very unpleasant to the builders 
when they were rebuilding the house. Perhaps they've 
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hidden something in the brickwork, as a revenge. A 
dead mouse. ..." 

" Do you think a sweet little mouse could produce 
such a stench? " 

Hd&ne was not sure, 

** I don't know, but a decaying corpse does stink, 
you know. ..." 

With much regret I had to take Madame into my 
confidence. She came while the young Englishman 
was out on an excursion organised by Monsieur. 

She planted herself in the middle of the room, and, 
with quivering nostrils, tried to define the smell. 
Then, without a word to me, she literally flung herself 
on the English boy's possessions. She opened the 
wardrobe and emptied it in one sweep. She removed 
a suitcase from the top of a cupboard and, placing It 
at her feet, she opened it. With a shout of victory, 
she drew out a round box with a red label : a Camem- 
bert! We all laughed together, Madame, H&fene and 
myself. We laughed till the tears ran down our 
cheeks and, when we recovered our gravity, we had 
only to look at the box to burst out laughing again. 
Madame was almost likeable when she laughed. 
Perhaps I had been mistaken; perhaps I had been 
morbidly sensitive; in that wild, hysterical giggling 
I was ready to become her ally, to serve her smil- 
ingly, without resentment. That blessed laugh 
made it possible to envisage the beginning of a friend- 
ship* . . But she recovered her breath and stammered 
out: 
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" Oh, all these foreigners, . , . It's fantastic, how 
stupid they are. . . .*' 

I turned to ice once more waiting for the allusion to 
my accent. My accent sometimes got on Madame 's 
nerves- But she said not another word and went off 
with the cheese. 

The next day, at luncheon, the English boy admitted 
that he had wanted to take a Camembert home to his 
family; he was completely bewildered by the general 
mirth. 

I hardly ever had a chance to talk to Georges now. 
We were submerged under the work. He polished 
floors all day and the unleashed children ran all over 
the shining parquet with their snow-covered boots. 
Madame did not want me to darn the socks in the 
room where Georges was cleaning the silver. 

" If you chatter you'll both work more slowly. 
Besides, you have the whole evening to yourselves " 

Having said this, she vanished from the room. 

Would she not, one day, also vanish from our 
lives ? 
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AFTER THE winter holidays we returned to Paris, 
There was also a Christmas Day whose memory I 
want to blot out, I found my big typewriter covered 
with dust; I went on paying its hire with desperate 
tenacity and, whenever I could, I added a few words 
to my manuscript. 

It was on the day after our return, when I was 
handing round the salad, that I was seized with an 
attack of dizziness. The back of Madame's neck 
became enormous, the table grew blurred and looked 
like a great sheet of ice melting in the sun, I put down 
the salad-bowl and ran into the scullery where 1 
collapsed in H&fene's arms. 

" I'm ill, H<lfene; I want to be sick " 

She gave me a large glass of water and Georges 
appeared too, looking astonished 

" Are you ill ? ' * he inquired incredulously, 
" Go away," I said, " Get on with serving the 
salad. I've left the salad-bowl in there." 

I leant against the wicker bad: of the chair I was 
sitting on; iny legs had gone flabby and no longer 
seemed to belong to me. I listened to tfce wild, irregu- 
lar beating of my heart. It was tbe first time I 
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had seen H6lfene*s head so close; she was standing 
right beside me and her hand, though coarse and 
rough from the washing-up water, felt light on my 
forehead. 

" Liver attack/* she said, but I did not answer. 
Sunk in a physical torpor, in a marvellous immobility, 
I felt as if I were floating. I shut my eyes and I would 
like to have hung a placard round my neck with the 
inscription: "Please do not disturb." 

But Georges came back with the empty salad-bowl 
and picked up the tray of cheese. 

" She asked what was the matter with you," he 
said, as he brushed by me. " What am I to tell 
her?" 

" Nothing" I said, in English. It was one of the 
few words that had survived my studies, as if I had 
learnt English for eight years simply and solely for 
that word which I brought out now in the most off- 
hand way. 

" Tell her; nothing." 

Georges went off with the cheeses and when Hl&ne 
learnt what the word meant she was disappointed. 
She had vaguely hoped it was a swear word. 

After luncheon I washed up and I imagined I was 
a cabin-boy on a wave-tossed boat. About four 
o'dock I ran into Madame Saulner in the passage. 

" But you're frightfully pale! " she exclaimed 
" What's the matter with you? " 

I faithfully repeated Hd&ne's diagnosis. 

** A irrer attack, madame. . . ." 
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She was almost happy. 

" You see how well you eat in my house; the 
cooking is too rich for you. . . . Restrain yourself in 
future. . . One must learn to say * no/ when one f s 
too fond of eating. . . . And now, go to your room 
for half an hour and lie down; your face looks quite 
alarming. . ." 

In my bedroom I was alone with myself and, lying 
on the bed with my eyes closed, I formulated for the 
first time that magic phrase: " I think I am going to 
have a child. . . ." 

I did not want my thought to be expressed aloud 
in the kitchen. I wanted at least a partial liberty for 
it. I was afraid that this atmosphere of slavery might 
contaminate the child like moral measles. . . . Sud- 
denly Georges came in. He sat down on the edge of 
my bed and took iny hand in his. I kept silence for 
some moments; I was not trying to be dramatic but 
my supposition was so much my own private affair 
that I hardly dared to share it. 

I looked at Georges as if I had never seen him 
before. He wore his green apron like a schoolboy in 
disgrace. He did not try to break my silence; he 
had always liked the security of uncertainty. 

" Take off your apron," I told him. And as I 
raised my head the nausea returned. 

** I must go downstairs again. . . , tp 

" Take off your apron. We've got to talk as if we 
were free people.** 

He stared at me, and I said; 
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** I think we're going to have a child. . . ." 

" No! " he said, at once proud and terrified. *' It's 
not possible! " 

Then he added feverishly, " Are you sure? " 

It needed another pillow for me to be able to see 
his face properly without having to raise my neck 
which was contracted by the effort to fight down my 
nausea. 

" Yes, I'm almost sure/' 

He confronted me like a big boy owning up to his 
first lapse to his mother: " What are you going to 
do now ? . . ." 

The question was followed by words that I absol- 
utely refused to listen to. I flung nyself against him 
and pressed my palm against his lips. I could feel his 
young, unconscious lips like a wound; I did not want 
him to go on speaking. 

" Be quiet . . . oh, do be quiet ! Or do for once say 
the words I want you to say. . . ." 

He disengaged himself, hostile now. 

** You always want me to say the words you want. 
Well, you've only got to dictate. . . . What ought I 
to say ? W^hat do you permit me to express ? " 

I turned my face to the wall and I was ashamed 
of my tears; I made them disappear into the pillow, 
It was strange how the tears Georges provoked 
always humiliated me, as if a stranger had made me 
cry. 

" I love you/' he said, from far away. " You know 
that I love you," 
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His limpid voice became more intimate; once 
again it was tinged with a pride I would never under- 
stand; that voice wanted precise details; it wanted to 
know past and future dates. 

But I did not answer; I retired into my unhappiness 
like a snail retiring into its shell. 

Later, when he had gone away again, I sat up. I 
put my hands on my stomach. It was flat, almost 
hollow, I felt my narrow hips; under my uniform 
dress I was abnormally thin. I left the room. This 
floor was reserved for the maids. They worked late 
into the evening and now, at five in the afternoon, it 
was totally silent, My steps echoed as I walked to- 
wards the stairs; I continued my way on tiptoe. The 
spiral staircase seemed narrower than usual. I looked 
carefully at each step and held on to the banisters 
which, up till then, I had never used. I went down, 
turning endlessly round and round; I was no longer 
frightened. Another feeling had taken possession of 
me : I was responsible. 

What a triumph for Madame Saulner, my leaving 
her! She did not even allude to our terms of agree- 
ment; the opportunity was too splendid! She 
showered her opinions on me: 

" I quite understand, Christine. You're too delicate 
for this work. . . ," 

But she promptly regretted the word delicate; it 
was too elegant for a servant. She hesitated for a 
moment, trying to find a more suitable adjective, then 
said disgustedly: 



" You're anaemic , . . I wonder how you'll manage 
in the future. You haven't even a nationality and 
French people don't like foreign nursery governesses 
for their children." 

" I've heard the opposite, madame," I said. 
** There are English girls here. And Swiss girls and 
Dutch girls and Swedish girls. * . ." 

She made a little movement to show her impatience; 
I could see, from her face, that it was going to be very 
difficult for her to explain her ideas to me. 

44 A governess who comes from a country everyone 
knows is quite a different thing. One can ask for 
references, one has a minimum of safety for one's 
children. , . . But you, a Hungarian . . . with your 
impossible Slavonic language. ..." 

I said mechanically as I always did on these occa- 
sions : 

** Hungarian is not a Slavonic language, madame. 
* . It's a language of the same origin as Finnish. . . ," 
She did not like my audacity. She did not like 
being interrupted and, moreover, I embarrassed her 
too much with my references to Finland. In her 
mind all Nordic countries were indistinguishable and 
she had just had a mental image of Sweden. * , . 

I saw that she was drawing towards the end of our 
conversation. She stumbled over her sentences; she 
spoke faster and faster like steam raising a saucepan 
Hd higher and higher. 

** And that extraordinary notion of yours . . . 
Writing !" 
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Under her nervous little laugh I sensed a jealousy 
that she would never admit to herself. 

" Writing . . . whatever next? Building castles In 
Spain, eh ? " 

She was as violent as if she had guessed my thoughts. 
She kept reverting to the word " writing/* She 
savoured it, she wanted to annihilate me, but I re- 
mained completely calm. She was so far removed from 
reality. . , . She did not know of my current manu- 
script nor of a future one in which I should devote a 
few pages to her! And, above all, she had no sus- 
picion that I was going to have a child. I could bear 
anything but I could not have endured her staring at 
my body; that look of hers that would have travelled 
down from my breasts to my stomach and stopped at 
my hips. I could not have borne her playing guessing- 
games with my life: when, how, why? Passion or 
carelessness ? 

I listened to her and I was grateful for that very 
violence. She fidgeted and twisted about in her 
chair; she fought so hard to have the satisfaction of 
seeing me in tears that I was almost sorry for her, 
What an empty life hers was in which the world was 
divided into two camps, one filled only with the 
triumph of the conquerors and the other with the 
obedience of the conquered. 

Finally, she stood up, taller than ever and, with a 
gesture like that of poor, mad Nero, indicating the 
blazing ruins of Rome, she pointed to the bookcase. 

" You may choose a book as a remeiabranccu . . * ft 
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She had gone over the borderline and upset the 
balance of power. Suddenly I was the one who 
dominated. Thanks to her I was able to reply in a 
calm voice: 

** I do not want any remembrance, madame* I 
should like to forget you, madame." 
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WE HAD not been able to make many social contacts, 
Nevertheless the miracle happened. One of our few 
friends lent us the little maid's room that served her 
as a refuge. She was a newly-fledged mother-in-law 
and, instead of persecuting her family, she believed 
herself persecuted by it, I knew her son, a charming, 
extremely amusing man, and her patient, submissive 
daughter-in-law, I have never noticed the slightest 
sign of their being hostile towards her, but, according 
to my friend, her life was nothing but suffering. 

*' Til lend you my room, 1 ' she said. " But on one 
condition. As soon as I need it you'll leave within 
twenty-four hours. Because, you know, I'm on very 
good terms with them at the moment, but it's only the 
lull before the storm. And, if my pride is hurt, I 
retire here at once and wait till they come and implore 
me to return. The fact is they can't live without me, 
but it's only my going away that makes them realise 
how much they need me there." 

I consented wholeheartedly to my friend's condi- 
tions. Each day was a gift, I would have preferred 
to know that I had to go on some definite date rather 
than stay on in this complete uncertainty. 1 had 
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acquired the habit of breathing deeply; I retained the 
air in my lungs so as to overcome my incessant desire 
to vomit. My charming friend did not know I was 
pregnant and she advanced along the passage with 
the confidence of those who are blessed with insensitive 
nostrils. Whereas I ... 

This room was on the ground floor of one of those 
enormous buildings in Passy that stand along the banks 
of the grey indifferent Seine. By some odd caprice of 
the architect it contained a few maids* rooms. The 
elegant front of the house looked out on a busy square ; 
the severe and useful part was hidden in a little street 
dominated by doors bearing inscriptions: " Service. 
Service staircase. Tradesmen," I followed my 
friend who had entered by one of these back doors; 
we brushed past some solemn, well-closed dustbins 
and she drew my attention to the conspicuously placed 
minute-switch at the right of the entrance. It was 
dark here, even in daytime, and I was assailed by 
various odours. I put my handkerchief to my mouth. 

She turned to me. 

" Have you got a cold? " 

I nodded, without speaking. 

We went into the dark room that looked out on 
a tiny square courtyard surrounded by forbidding 
walls. 

" In summer I get a lot of sun here/* she affirmed, 
with as much conviction as if she had wanted to sell 
roe her room. She gently touched the window, 
saying; 
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" You see, dear ... in summer the window is 
always wide open and I put my plants out of doors. 
I'm never gloomy here/' She opened the window to 
its full extent and I hastened to lean out of it. It was 
impossible to glimpse the smallest patch of sky, 
whether grey or blue. 

** And besides," she went on, " it's quiet. I can 
cry as much as I like here; nobody persecutes me. . . .** 

There was a divan with a blue cover, a little table, 
two chairs and a cupboard. And my friend stood there 
in the middle of it enraptured, with her grey hair all 
over the place and her little hat still tipsy from the 
summer sun that lingered in its yellow felt. The 
scene was slightly ridiculous; I so longed to be 
alone and never again to have to utter the words 
" thank you." Moreover, I would have liked to 
know where to find the W.C. and water to wash 
with. 

She guessed my thoughts. 

** The water, yes, the water. There isn't running 
water in the room but you've got the tap at the end 
of another passage that I'll show you . * * and the 
toilet's down there too. , . ." 

Suddenly, I felt very ill and I sat down on the edge 
of the divan. She settled down happily on a chair 
and removed her coat, in preparation for a long, inti- 
mate conversation. But, suddenly carried away by an 
idea, she stood up again and hunted for something in 
the cupboard. She found a spirit-stove, I began to 
be frightened of the smelL 
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41 Before we have a chat> I'll make you a nice cup of 
coffee." 

She took a bottle from its hiding-place in one of the 
dark corners and poured a little alcohol into the con- 
tainer. 

My stomach turned over in one heave, and, with 
my handkerchief to my mouth, I plunged into the dark 
passage in quest of the sinister ill-lit lavatory. 

I returned, emptied of all my strength and shiver- 
ing, with the bitter taste of bile on my tongue* 

The little blue flame was flickering under a battered 
saucepan. My friend looked at me in surprise. 

" You did rush off in a hurry 1 Did you find 
it?" 

Warmed by the coffee, I huddled against a cushion 
and listened to her without hearing what she said. 
But, making an effort to come back to reality, I said: 
" Georges will be coming soon. . . ," 
She turned livid. 

" Oh, no. ... I don't want a man to come into 
my room! " 

I protested feebly: 
" A husband's different." 
She lowered her voice to explain: 
** The neighbours on the right and left don't know 
that you'll be living here; they're used to seeing me 
about. . , . I don't want them to get wrong ideas 
about me; they mustn't hear a man's voice in my 
room. . . . My reputation . . *" 
She added generously: 
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" But he can help you with carrying the suitcase 
and the typewriter." 

She had managed to find the key word to my 
existence. 

She went on without noticing my thrill of gratitude: 

" Because your novel may be good . . I liked the 
parts you read to me; you've got talent. . . , And, 
besides, it's an interesting subject, . , /* 

I trembled with delight as I listened to her* It 
was the first time in my life that someone had taken 
my work seriously. To hear those magic words! 
" your novel "; to see her look of convict ion 1 No, 
she was not laughing at me. 

I got up, went over to her and hugged her. She 
pushed me away, saying: 

" Mind my hat! " 

But I loved her definitely and for life; I loved her 
just as she was. I no longer envied her her age and 
I was no longer unhappy about being young. Perhaps, 
I told myself, the world lay open before me? She had 
spoken about my novel . . . my novel. , . . 

She went away very late, but I was able to 
endure that evening. My loneliness was alleviated 
by hope. 

After she had gone I sat alone waiting for Georges. 
He arrived about nine o'clock, by special permission 
of Madame Saulner. The cardboard suitcase took its 
place on a chair like a well-trained old dog that always 
returns from its wanderings. 

" You'll be all right here," said Georges, looking 
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round the room with as much interest as if he were in 
a museum. 
" Yes " 

Ji v>O 

Perseveringly I waited for a touch of gentleness* I 
would like to have seen him at my feet burning with 
enthusiasm. But, instead of comforting me, he asked 
the definite question : 

" Are you sure? " 

" Yes, I'm sure, I've been sick three times, . . " 

44 It's incredible," he said, but I saw no sign of 
wonder at the situation on his face. 

** Is your bed comfortable? " 

" I don't know. I shall be sleeping in it to-night 
for the first time." 

** True/' he said, and added thoughtfully: " You 
won't be frightened, all alone? " 

I wanted to cry with rage. Why did he talk about 
fear? I had been terrified ever since my friend's 
departure but, not for anything, would I admit it. 

"What's she up to?" 

'* She " was Madame Saulner. 

Georges replied discreetly, as if he were a relative 
of hers: 

** Nothing special, much as usual. . . ." 

"AndHelfcne?" 

** In a bad temper. She had to do the washing-up 
all by herself. I was ironing trousers. . . ." 

I was overwhelmed with a sudden tenderness; an 
acid tenderness. This boy who spoke five languages, 
who had been destined for a regular career in the Diplo- 
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matic Service Secretary at thirty; Councillor at 
fifty had to iron somebody's trousers! 

I exclaimed: 

" It's appalling this slavery. You really do deserve 
something better. What idiotic workl " 

But he remarked philosophically: 

" There's no such thing as an idiotic job. . . /' 

We talked for a little while longer, then he went 
away* I was left alone, in bed, with the little bedside 
lamp and Eugenie Grande* which I was re-reading in 
French. 

Soon, I switched off the lamp, and decided to go to 
sleep at last. Then, in the pitch-black room, I heard 
a strange noise, like the twittering of very lively birds. 
Sometimes I also heard a bang, as if someone had 
flung themselves against the door. I got up, icy with 
terror, and examined the door; it was well and truly 
shut. Now I knew where the noise came from; the 
birds were twittering outside in the passage. Now 
and then, after the click of the minute-switch, the 
birds would be silent. I imagined a thousand fright- 
ening possibilities. I no longer dared to move; 
beads of sweat ran down my neck. I had the feeling 
that a strange face was looking in at me through the 
window; it had a flattened nose. Was it Doctor 
Jekyll or Mr. Hyde? Which of the two was the 
monster ? 

I went to sleep with great difficulty, and, the next 
morning, when I went out into the passage, I saw a 
little woman in a blue apron who was just dosing the 
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door. She gave me an inquiring look and I replied 
with a " Good morning, madame." 

" Are you living in that room ? " she asked. 

" Yes, for a few days. Madame, could you tell me 
what that noise was all last night, like birds ? " 

She smiled and said: 

" Rats, mademoiselle. We have a lot of them. . . " 
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THAT VERY MORNING I decided to leave the ground 
floor and its rats with as little delay as possible and I 
undertook one of the most difficult tasks imaginable, 
that of finding a maid's room, AH about me the world 
had changed its familiar face; I hesitated longer 
before venturing on to a studded crossing and 1 had 
to force myself to eat in spite of the profound repulsion 
I felt for every kind of food. I also wanted to finish 
my book. I looked on the birth of the child as the 
frontier of a new life that I must cross with a manu- 
script in my hand, I was ready to love Georges with 
a new love fed by this miracle I carried in my body. 
I wanted to forget all the great and small miseries he 
had caused me. I looked on love as a sublime duty 
towards the unknown, towards my child. We had 
agreed that Georges should stay on with Madame 
Saulner and that I should find an easier job. We had 
not so much as adumbrated the word " flat "; that 
wish would have been quite crazy. But we did talk 
incessantly about a little room where I could cook 
without being pursued by an angry hotel proprietor 
and where, most important of all, I should have a 
corner for the cradle, I looked at advertisements and 
my one idea of happiness was to find a few lines that 
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ran: " Wanted, a young couple. Husband to act as 
secretary; wife to be employed in typewriting/' 

In that dark little room in Passy I worked fervidly, 
but the song of the rats had a very demoralising effect 
on me. I always came in about five o'clock, when it 
was still light, I pressed the button of the minute- 
switch and walked down the passage, my heels clat- 
tering on the concrete. One Sunday night I had 
been living for a week in this handsome building 
Georges and I arrived at the entrance. It was ten 
o'clock we had been to a little cinema in the neigh- 
bourhood and I wanted to show him the pages I had 
written during the week. But the minute-switch was 
no longer working. Despairingly I pressed the little 
button but with no result. The passage lay before us, 
drowned in total darkness, as menacing as one of those 
marshes that swallow up their victim before he has 
gone three steps. 

" I'll never dare to go as far as the room," I whis- 
pered, as if I were afraid of being overheard by the 
rats. 

Georges had an ingenious idea. 

44 If we had a newspaper we could make a torch. . . ." 

But where could we find a newspaper? All the 

kiosks in the neighbourhood shut at eight o'clock. 

We waited for some other inhabitant of the ground 

floor to come along, so as to reinforce our caravan a 

little. But, on a Sunday night, they were all away. 

We took the metro again and, in the end, we found 

a newspaper-seller at the Gare Saint-I^azare. An hour 
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later we were back again and Georges lit his torch* 
Sick with disgust we finally reached fhe door of 1117 
room. 

The next day I went off in search of another room* 
I had decided to ask the concierges in the big expensive 
blocks of fiats, the ones where the lucky tenants were 
entitled to two or three maids* rooms to a single flat* 
That foggy morning in February was saturated with 
the smell of petrol. I walked to the Trocad&o and, 
on my way, I counted at least sir stations where the 
men, with their big tubes and their meters, were 
pouring petrol into the avid interiors of cars* I passed 
them with a handkerchief pressed against my nose, 
holding my breath, but, though I did not smell the 
reek, I imagined it and my nausea returned violently. 

I crossed the Place du Trocad&ro and entered * 
large block of flats. I was suddenly greatly impressed 
by the white marble paving of the vestibule and I 
knocked softly on the glazed door, covered with a 
yellow silk curtain that was gathered like an eighteenth- 
century lady's petticoat, A strident voice that con- 
trasted with the sumptuous setting called out: 

"What is it?" 

How could I answer in one word through a cur- 
tained pane? 

" I wanted some information, madame. . . /* 

The voice moved about behind the curtain; I 
could hear it grumbling. Incomprehensible words 
burst out in a little flood and broke, like waves* inside 
the lodge. 
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At last, with a sharp click, a woman opened the 
door and I saw that she was in process of drying herself. 
She held a towel in front of her, with which she was 
both covering herself and dabbing the hollow of her 
left armpit with her right hand. 

I mumbled: 

" Madame, is there, by any chance, an unoccupied 
maid's room in this building? " 

Her face expressed such utter incredulity and 
her shock was so great that she stammered as she 
replied: 

" Wh what what . * a maid's room? " 

She nearly fainted* 

" And you come and disturb me for a crazy thing 
like that? It's a disgrace, mademoiselle! " 

She banged the door and the . shivering panes 
tinkled with alarm in their yellow petticoats. I heard 
one last tart observation: 

" These Englishwomen, they're all cracked. . . ." 

I could not help smiling as I mentally compared 
my temporary permit that had to be reauthorised every 
three months with an English passport that must 
certainly have a crown on its coven At least I hoped 
there was a crown ! 

Nevertheless I had the courage to go on because 
someone had thought I was English* The second 
block was just as big but the lodge was plainly visible 
through the uncurtained pane. It was like a little 
stage scene. A round polished table stood in the 
middle of the room surrounded by three chairs* 
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There was an open newspaper and on the opposite 
wall an enlarged photograph of a smiling young man 
in uniform- I knocked and a man appeared from an 
inner room. He stared at me through the glass door 
and slowly opened it. 

" Mademoiselle?" 

He had just been drinking his coffee and I recoiled 
as I smelt his breath. 

" Good morning, monsieur ... I came to ask for 
some information. Might there perhaps be a maid's 
room to let in this building? ... I am a student 
and . . /' 

He shook his head; the door was already closed* 
He vanished into his kitchen still shaking his haul. 
. . . Perhaps he was dumb ? 

Going into the third block I ran full-tilt into a 
severe-looking woman who was preparing to go out 
shopping with a string bag, I could not see the 
porter's lodge so I seized the occasion to ask the 
woman: 

" Madame, you don't happen to know where I can 
find the concierge ? " 

She replied suspiciously: 

" What do you want ? Fm the concierge/* 

I was delighted. At last a concierge outside her 
cage! She would definitely be more amiable, more on 
a level with human beings. I adopted * polite sophis- 
ticated tone: 

. ** I don't want to keep you, nwiame; I see yoa*rc 
just going out. . . . You don% by any chance, 
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happen to know of an unoccupied maid's room in 
this block of flats ?" 

Her answer was brief, 

"No. Not one." 

She opened the large elegant front door and waited 
for me to pass out in front of her. I hurried 
away, feeling her gaze planted in the middle of my 
back. 

By midday I was already full of bitterness* As I 
walked along the street I stared now and then at the 
huge blocks with all their windows and thought that, 
in Paris, you had to be born in a flat to get one. But 
my poor child whom I was expecting would have been 
only too glad to be born in a properly-heated flat! . . . 
For the moment it was hopeless. By way of lunch 
I drank a glass of soda-water and ate two rolls. After- 
wards I resumed my search. I saw a great many 
concierges from then on until evening. Nervous con- 
cierges, resigned concierges, astonished concierges, 
angry concierges. Once a woman said to me in a 
modest little street near the Etoile: 

" What a quaint little thing you are, to be sure! 
Ever so comical. . . . Wanting a maid's room ... as 
if It was as easy as anything! " 

Discouraged and mortally tired I returned to the 
Place du Trocad&o, and, suddenly, I found myself 
in front of an extremely elegant cemetery. Impelled 
by a melancholy curiosity, I went in. A conscientious 
keeper warned me: 

" We dose in half an hour, mademoiselle. . ." 
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I nodded; it seemed perfectly reasonable to me to 
close a cemetery. My nostrils were full of the stale 
smell of the wintry fog; it was difficult to breathe. 

I sat down in front of a well kept-up mausoleum* 
I had no thought in my mind; I felt neither morbid 
nor indifferent. I was drained completely dry by 
that cruel unproductive day. 

I got up slowly, left the cemetery and walked along 
a quiet little street. ** Pll try just once more/ 1 I 
thought, as, clenching my teeth, I noticed a large 
building. I knocked at the door of the lighted-up 
lodge; no one answered; I timidly went in. A 
smiling woman appeared in the doorway of another 
room, next to the one I was in. 

" What do you want, mademoiselle ? " 
I told her in a dull voice, not at all eager and none 
too polite, that I was looking for a room. 

" Take a seat," she said, and she dusted the chair 
with her hand. 

I thought I must be hearing wrong. 
" Take a seat," she repeated, then added: 
" There's an empty room on the eighth floor, a 
very pretty room with velvet curtains and a silk coun- 
terpane. And a big wardrobe all decorated with 
carving. It's well heated because we've got central 
heating through the building, it's just been installed. 
. . . And then, besides, there's a lovely view, with a 
real window looking out on the Eiffel Tower. . . , 
Taken aback by my silence, she looked at me hard. 
44 Would that suit you ? " 
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"Yes... oh, yes!" 
I heard my voice from very far away. 
She became more friendly, 

"Go up quietly to the first floor; the owners live 
just opposite the lift. They're ever so nice, especially 
Madame. But so's Monsieur I've nothing against 

him " 

" I think it's too late to-day/' I said. " Quarter- 
past seven. . . ." 
She made a face. 

" The room's been empty for two days ; you'd do 
better to arrange things straight away. You know, 
it's very hard to find such a pretty room in Paris. . . ." 
I went up to the first floor and I rang the bell. A 
housekeeper with a gentle, slightly tired face opened 
the door to me, 

** I'd like to speak to Madame." 
After a moment's hesitation she showed me into a 
drawing-room that was furnished both richly and with 
taste. It was lit by soft, discreet lights concealed behind 
silk lampshades. 

My lucidity returned in this drawing-room bathed 
in ivory-tinted, artificial light. Here, all the objects 
had their own life; nothing was brand-new and 
nothing was shabby. It was a drawing-room where 
the family had coffee after luncheon, where one 
straightened a crooked picture with a mechanical 
little gesture, where a fourteen-year-old adolescent 
retired now and then to dream. . * . 
"Mademoiselle?" 
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" Madame. . . ." 

She had the beauty of a piece of Sivres porcelain, 
Tall, slender, dressed in grey, with a jabot of filmy 
white lace, she advanced towards me. The sly tena- 
cious workings of time, that goes by so fast, were 
hidden in the velvety half-light and veiled by the kindly 
lamps. She held out her hand, with its long delicate 
fingers and her hesitant smile did not destroy the 
harmony of her face; on the contrary, that smile made 
her other-worldly beauty friendly, accessible and 
human, 

" Mademoiselle, do sit down. . . What is it that 
you want ? " 

I was embarrassed by a very distant smell of roast 
meat that had found its way into the drawing-room 
through a kitchen door that had been left ajar for a 
moment* Instinctively I wanted to define that smell, 
as one searches impatiently for the name of a tune 
one knows. In a soft voice I began to explain the 
object of my visit. My words, almost whispered, 
made little circles in the stillness of the drawing-room, 
like pebbles thrown into a calm lake. 

She must have heard much talk of human misery* 
I felt myself transformed in her eyes into a Imag 
illustration of a theory she must have studied extremely 
conscientiously. I was the refugee intellectual whom 
one sees, at first sight, comes from an excellent family, 
My accent became almost an added charm. The 
unusual hour of my unexpected visit was pardoned 
the moment she had reminded herself that misery is 
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entitled to present itself at any time of the day. She 
questioned me with a great deal of tact. I told her 
about my departure from Hungary, about my parents 
in Kufstein, and about my plans, but I did not dare 
mention the child and I am almost sure I forgot 
Georges. 

Sitting in a patch of pink light, with her sitting 
opposite me, I did not want to look to right or left. 
But I was aware of the presence of others. A furtive 
glance showed me a tall boy with black hair, leaning 
against the drawing-room door, and the anxious face 
of the housekeeper hovering mysteriously in another 
room. She was worried about her dinner. 

Suddenly the master of the house made a precipitate 
entrance* A polite man, whom nothing surprised, he 
kissed my hand, supposing I was a guest of his wife's, 
a friend whom he had not met before. But when she 
explained my " case " to him, he agreed with her at 
once. 

** If that will help you, you can have the room. * . ." 

She had not added the word I most dreaded: 
provisionally. 

They promised to let me have the key next day, and, 
as I left, I had the feeling that my poor little winter 
coat was growing too tight and that this extraordinary 
piece of good fortune was making me sprout wings. 

When I was already in bed listening to the farewell 
song of the rats who were gaily frisking about in the 
passage, I remembered something that a furious con- 
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cierge had said to me: " These women students, what 
a lot of giddy gadabouts they are! " 

I went to sleep, thinking over the day's events and 
waiting impatiently for the moment when I could tell 
Georges the great news about the room* 

The room on the eighth floor was ravishing and I 
took possession of it on a sunny day in February. 
Georges was not in the least amazed by my success 
and said to me: 

** When you want something, you always manage 
to get it." 

This absolute confidence in my strength filled me 
with apprehension about Georges himself. I was 
more and more haunted by the idea that I ought to 
change him. I was waiting impatiently for him to 
grow up. He had rigid and definite opinions about 
life. He spoke with great contempt of politics, which 
had been his family's profession for several generations* 
Literature bored him > and when I mentioned Baude- 
laire, he talked about petrol engines and steam engines. 
I had vaguely heard it said that totally different tem- 
peraments understand each other very well because of 
some mysterious law of attraction ; I also had faith in 
the fact that we were both young. I really and truly 
wanted to be interested in his affairs, but 1 had a 
frantic desire to yawn when he attempted to explain 
the function of valves or how ball-bearings worked. 
During the long Sunday afternoons when I lay on the 
divan, he sat beside me with sheets of paper scribbled 
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over with tiny figures. He added and multiplied at 
astonishing speed and I had to make a tremendous 
effort not to close my weary eyelids. 

" Is it quite clear to you now? " he would ask, and 
I would reply, suppressing an impertinent yawn: 
44 Yes, it's more or less clear. , . ." 
I was afraid of taking away his courage if I admitted 
that he was boring me to tears, but, one day, when he 
had explained that our future life depended on the 
success of one of his inventions, a toy aeroplane, I 
could not help being anxious. 

" It would be much better for you to go all out to 
try and get a student's grant and go to the University. 
You'd be an excellent engineer. I've got to work in 
any case, and in a few years, you'd have a splendid 
future before you, , . ." 

" Do you think so? " he said dreamily. " Do you 
really think so?' 1 ' 

* 4 Fin absolutely sure of it. . . ." 
He was so childlike that I suddenly had the feeling 
that I was Colette's Lea; I was fifty, and he, sitting 
there beside me, was Ch&rL 
" I say, darling. . . /' 

Hearing him say that word " Cherie " made me 
start. 

He put his hand on my shoulder. 
" Don't be so jumpy. . . ." 
" What were you going to say? " 
He gave a great stretch, like someone wanting to 
deliver themselves of a thought* 
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" I shall go on with my studies in the United 
States. ... I shall be an engineer in an atomic 



centre/* 



His delicate high-bred face had an expression that 
worried me. I realised that I had two children; this 
adolescent dreamer and the one I was carrying. 

I heaved a sigh. 

He leant over me. 

" What are you thinking about ? * f 

He was so rarely concerned about my thoughts that 
it was an occasion for telling the truth, But I could 
not see so much as a shadow of uneasiness in those 
eyes full of frank curiosity, and I did not want to 
upset him* 

" I'm not thinking of anything. . . ." 

He smiled radiantly* 

" Then I can go on, can I ? " 

I said, " Yes." 

Whereupon he began to explain all over again just 
how many months it would take, if his invention got 
going, for us to become millionaires. . * . 
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WHEN MY NOVEL was finished I returned to the pub- 
lishers and the secretary had to make an effort to 
recognise me. She was completely taken aback by the 
manuscript I laid on her table and said: 

" Til send you to another publishing firm. ... I 
know their Hungarian reader personally," 

The publishers to whom she sent me received me 
kindly and the secretary to whom I spoke assured 
me that I should shortly receive a letter from her. 

I took the m&ro about six o'clock. The carriage 
was full and I stood beside a seat on which there were 
three women. Suddenly one of them stood up* 

44 Take my seat, madame." 

I did not dare protest; I sat down, surprised and 
embarrassed. I turned my head towards the window 
and saw the dim reflection of my tired face, Suddenly 
I knew why she had given up her seat to me, In- 
stinctively ? I shifted my right hand towards my 
stomach and I realised that my winter coat was not 
buttoned up* Before leaving I had left it open; it 
was beginning to get too tight for me and I could not 
move the buttons; they wore already on the edge. 
So people could see that I was expecting a baby. . * . 

It must be four months old, my child. 
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As I stepped out of the train I had already made 
up my mind to go off as soon as possible, to see my 
parents again; I wanted to feel my mother's warmth. 
And they knew nothing yetl , . . 

Having been unable to obtain a visa for Austria, 
we decided to get as far as Munich. We hoped that, 
on the spot, we would be able to obtain a twenty-four 
hour permit so that I could introduce Georges to my 
parents. We believed with blind confidence that, after 
this journey, Georges would find some job that was 
worthy of him and that would assure our future and 
that of the child. I was not in the least frightened of 
the tiring journey; I knew that we should have a long 
night sitting up in the train, but I was sustained by 
my longing for this meeting. Now that I was expect- 
ing my child, I loved my parents more than ever. 
I wanted the time to go more quickly: I counted the 
days and the hours. 

Nevertheless, it is extremely difficult to travel when 
one does not possess the most natural thing in the 
world: a nationality. It is most difficult of all for a 
mother-to-be who might give birth anywhere in the 
train, in an aeroplane or in the sacred portals of an 
embassy, and, by that fact, become the stateless mother 
of a newly-born Frenchman, German or American 1 

The customs officer stared long and carefully at our 
travel-permit and everyone in the compartment awaited 
the outcome with lively interest. I got the impression 
that, in whichever country I arrived, I should be the 
extra mouth that would finally let famine loose* 

222 



the superfluous body that would provoke a housing 
crisis. 

At last he gave us back the apparently inoffensive 
little book whose scrupulously filled-up pages con- 
cealed one of the victims of this day and age, suffering 
from the worst of contemporary diseases, that of being 
an migr& 

The night was very hard to bear. My aching body, 
heavy with the still invisible weight of the miracle 
inside it, wanted to lie down, but all the seats were 
occupied. Tormented by a persistent nausea, I left 
the compartment several times, stumbling over the 
stiff legs of sleepers in the dim blue light* Out in the 
corridor, I shivered, but at least I could breathe. Near 
the door of the lavatory a young soldier lay fast asleep* 
lying doubled-up, with his head on his knapsack* 
Like a child. . . . 

Suddenly I felt an infinite tenderness for the human 
beings all round me. It seemed to me that no one 
could ever be wicked any more and that the entire 
world was a vast cradle waiting for my child* I wanted 
to kneel down by that soldier and wake him up with 
the great news, the marvellous news that my child was 
going to be born into happiness, 

As I pressed my burning face against the damp pane 
I saw the scenes of my past life unroll before me. 
But nothing seemed harsh or wounding any more. 
And, suddenly, I realised that my lips were uttering 
those magic words, those wise, sweet words that have 
come down through the ages: 
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" When God sends a child. He also sends His 
help." 

When we arrived in Munich we learnt that, if we 
wanted to see my parents, we should have to cross the 
Austrian frontier illicitly. Austria was still occupied 
by the four great Powers, and it was they who would 
have to give us our visas after long months of waiting, 
I did not want to wait. 

Georges and I decided that we would have our 
marriage regularised religiously and, afterwards, cost 
what it might, we would try and rejoin my parents. 

The idea of a religious marriage filled me with 
profound alarm. But having been brought up in the 
strictness of a fervently Catholic family, I wanted to 
be faithful to tradition. 

In Munich we stayed with friends, poor like our- 
selves, but full of kindness and hospitality. Soon after 
our arrival I found myself, at eight o'clock in the 
morning, standing beside a grave and solemn Georges 
in a little church in Munich. Standing in front of the 
altar and thinking of the toothless old women mutter- 
ing their prayers, I had the impression that my back 
was as broad as a house. Were they going to discover 
that this early-morning bride was no longer able 
to button up her coat? Oh, if I only had a really 
voluminous coat, how well I could have hidden 
both myself and the child! But, dressed as I was 
forced to dress, I was exposed to the stares of all and 
sundry. 

We heard Mass on our knees. I was cold, but, on 
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the prie-dieu, I could not clutch my coat tighter round 
my body. Yet I did not want the child to catch cold ; 
I was thinking of it and of nothing else* 

Lulled by a kind of torpor, as I said my neglected 
prayers again, it was to my child that I vowed eternal 
fidelity. . * , As we came out of church I was seized 
with an irresistible desire to tell the truth; I wanted 
to tell Georges, that, when I had pronounced the 
words of the marriage-vow, I had been thinking only 
of my child. But, when he turned to me and I saw 
his tender, defenceless face, I kept silent. 

With my left hand in his and my right hand dutch- 
ing my coat, we went off to have breakfast. 

The old priest with his gentle, impersonal smile had 
given us the address of a friend of his who was a parish 
priest in a little town near the Austrian frontier. 

At dawn we took a little local train that deposited 
us in the rain-drenched village, We crossed the main 
street and took a little beaten-earth track that ran up 
the side of the mountain* The village was solidly 
enclosed in this tiny valley which was probably starved 
of sun, even in July. We were guided by the plan 
the priest had drawn on a half-sheet of paper, so that 
we should not have to inquire oar way of the villagers, 

I turned to Georges: 

" Can you see anything remotely resembling a road 
in the mountains ? f * 

He looked about him like the captain of * ship and 
shook his head. 



" I've no idea how the priest will make us cross the 
frontier. . . /' 

Our coats were becoming heavier and heavier with 
rain and we stopped in front of a well-kept little house, 
stuck against the steep rise. Georges pulled the 
string of the little bell fixed beside the door. The 
sound was stifled almost at once by the rain that came 
down in torrents. Looking up at the mountain that rose 
up just behind the house, I saw a foaming river pouring 
down from the heights and rushing furiously towards 
the valley. 

The door opened abruptly but the grey-haired 
woman who stood in the doorway had nothing hostile 
about her; she merely seemed extremely surprised at 
our intrusion. 

"Could we speak to His Reverence ?" Georges 
asked, and his impeccable German dissipated the 
housekeeper's uneasiness. 

Without taking off our coats we went into a dining- 
room where a table was laid for breakfast and a fat 
earthenware coffee-pot gave out a friendly welcoming 
smell. 

" Sit down/* said the housekeeper. " The Father 
has just finished saying his Mass. He'll be back in 
a few minutes to have his breakfast." 

" Fm terribly hungry,' 1 1 muttered in Georges's ear, 
and the big country loaf and the fresh butter looked 
more and more appetising every second. 

The priest arrived and welcomed us very kindly, 
especiaily when he heard that we had been sent to him 
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by his best friend. Without inquiring the reason for 
our visit, he rang the little bronze bell that stood by his 
plate. When the housekeeper appeared, he asked her 
to bring two more cups and said we must have some 
coffee with him. 

It was a long time since I had eaten with svch 
appetite. As we ate, we explained our project to him. 

The priest promptly became very uneasy* 

" The frontier is near/' he said, " but I don't at all 
like risking a business like this. Go back to Munich 
and wait quietly for your visa.** 

I was seized with a vast despair. I turned to him so 
as to catch his faded blue eye. 

" Father, Pm expecting a child; 1 must ,see my 
parents before it is born/* 

He stared at me with astounded eyes. 

" You want to cross the frontier on foot when you're 
expecting a child? ft 

I absolutely had to persuade him* 

" I implore you. Truly, truly, I cam still walk very 
well. The priest in Munich told us it was only ten 
kilometres. We'll walk slowly but I m*& see my 
parents again. I shan't haw a moment's peace if 
I can't see them again. . . /* 

And I added, as a reference, as a final recommenda- 
tion: 

44 1 did thtrty-fiw kilometres with my parents when 
we had to cross the Austro-Hungarian frontier. It's 
true I wasn't expecting a child, but it was quite in 
ordeal, all the same, . * /' 



The priest's delicate face, further refined by the 
nobility of age, softened again. 

44 What hardship 1 Poor, cruelly-tried genera- 
tion. . . . 

I was profoundly struck by those words that came 
back to me from the past like an exact echo a distant 
echo, but clear and sorrowful. Monsieur Radnai in 
the cellar, . . . During that infernal siege. . . . When 
he looked at me his eyes were misty with a strange 
tenderness; he was one of those persecuted men who 
are terrified by the world's savagery but who no longer 
think of themselves but of the young who would have 
liked to live, ... " Poor generation," he used to say 
during the bombardment. . * . I was fifteen, and, at 
the time, those words had filled me with an extra- 
ordinary pride; an immeasurable pride that had 
annihilated fear. It was as if he had dubbed me 
knight , . . knight of that capricious fate that made 
grass grow between the outspread fingers of the corpses 
that peopled the lunar streets of Budapest. . . . 
" Christine . . . Christine. . . ." 
Georges's insistent voice brought me back to reality. 
44 Are you feeling ill? " the priest inquired anx- 
iously* 

44 Oh, no, thank you. I was only thinking. . . ." 
Georges whispered a well-worn schoolboy joke to 
me in Hungarian. He had an inexhaustible repertory 
of tkeiru 

** You always turn pale when you think, it's the 
tremendous unaccustomed effort. . . ." 
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The priest stood up. 

'* My children, the important thing h that you 
shouldn't be seen climbing the mountains/* 

He threw me an anxious glance; he had frightened 
himself by uttering that word " mountain." I straight- 
ened my back, and, with a great sigh, I pulled in my 
stomach to show him how slim and athletic I was, 
ready to face up to this insignificant little stroll. 

In the hall he picked up his black overcoat and his 
umbrella and called out; 

" Madame Hilda! " 

She appeared, 

" I'll be back in an hour." 

As we went out we walked round to the back of the 
house, then through the garden. After a few minutes* 
walk through the deluge, we passed through the iron 
gate that marked the end of his domain, and found 
ourselves on the steep mountain slope strewn with 
pine-needles and rotting leaves. 

We walked in Indian file. Hi$ black umbrella 
bobbed among the trees like a mushroom swelled to 
giant size by the wet. The water squelched softly in 
my shoes and I held on to Gcorgcs's hand: be wws 
walking between me and the priest. 

Suddenly the curtain of rain thinned and I fead the 
sensation that the inhabitants of the village were 
looking out of their windows and watching us atten- 
tively. We were so alarmingly visible; big black 
ants climbing awkwardly up in tfee wake of a, Wack 
umbrella, 
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When we were on the crest of the mountain it 
stopped raining. At the bottom of the descent before 
us stretched a vast meadow; farther away, covered 
with mist, we could dimly see a farm. We could even 
make out some cows, tiny as drops of water. 

" Don't be frightened when you get to the farm," 
the priest told us. " The people who live there are 
good-hearted. . . . Near the house you'll find a road 
that will lead you into a little forest. You'll also see 
a chapel where I say Mass every other Sunday, and, 
after that chapel, you'll come to the main road, a 
concrete road. That's already Austria. Follow it and 
you'll find a village where you can get a train that takes 
you to Kufstein." 

He went off hurriedly without waiting for us to 
thank him, and soon he had disappeared behind the 
trees. 

Thus, we found ourselves alone, on the edge of an 
unknown world, committed to cross an invisible 
frontier that separated two countries. 

" Come along," said Georges, and we plunged into 
the tall, soaking grass that froze my legs. But why 
should the cold do me any harm on the road that was 
leading me to my parents? 

I was transported by the uplifting idea of accom- 
plishing a great feat, I looked ahead of my feet* I 
did not want to stumble unnecessarily, I was thinking 
of my child whose first journey this was, 

Exhaiisted and mortally weary, we amwd on the 
outskirts of the farm* The cows had resumed their 
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normal size; they stared at us with mild complacency 
as we walked into the farm kitchen. 

When the farmer's wife heard that we had been 
sent by the parish priest, she put two bowls of milk, 
still warm from the cow, on the table and two big 
hunks of bread. She would not accept the money 
Georges offered her and her tall daughter, with her 
plaits wound round her head, accompanied us as far 
as the little chapeL When we were on the main road, 
in Austria at last, I began to shake all over. 

" Just a little more courage, and we'll be at the 
station," Georges told me, 

But I could only see a village as far away as 
the farm had been when we had seen it from the 
summit. 

I walked like an automaton and the sun no longer 
traced more than a faint yellow streak on the fields* 
Georges looked at his watch. 

" It's half-past four," he said. 

We had left the village about half-past eight. 

I would like to have talked to Georges, to have 
expressed the thoughts that haunted me, but he 
profoundly loathed my touching on our feelings 
towards each other. He would almost have preferred 
a bombardment to an analysis. All the same I would 
have liked to tell him that, in spite of his dosed, 
hermetically sealed mind, we had never felt ourselves 
so much at one as during that crazy walk. 

"Georges?" 

I had spoken his name aloud in spite of myself* 
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"* Are you very tired? " he replied. 

" Yes, but that doesn't matter in the least. . . , Pd 
like to tell you that . . ." 

I silently implored him: " Help me . . . we have a 
unique, marvellous chance to find each other. . . ." 

But he noticed nothing whatever. . . . 

By the time we reached the station, I was no longer 
walking, I was just dragging myself along. 

The compartment was empty; I was able to lie 
down on one of the seats. 

I shut my eyes and thought that our marriage was a 
true marriage, not like the ones I had seen contracted 
at the French Legation in Budapest in 1945 . . 
so as to be able to leave the country with a pass- 
port! . * . But I did not want to remind myself of all 
those old stories. One day, perhaps, I may tell 
them. , . 

Georges woke me up at Kufstein. 

I found the little station just as I had left it, with all 
my hopes, a year ago. It was dark when we arrived 
at the hut where my parents lived. There was a light 
in their window. I made a sign to Georges and we 
looked in at my parents sitting quietly at a table. 
The room had changed its appearance, I saw books 
everywhere; my father was reading and my mother 
was mending a shirt, Although I was exhausted I still 
lingered outside; I was afraid to disturb their apparent 
peace, even with a joy. 



When we knocked at the door my mother opened 
it. For some minutes she stood there, quite stunned 
at the sight of us. 

How lovely that evening was! I was happy and 
I found once again a security that I had so terribly 
lacked. My parents were very sweet to Georges. 
They embraced him as if he were a son who had 
returned from a distant journey. When my parents 
learnt that I was expecting a baby and that we had 
crossed the frontier illicitly, they could find no words 
to say. 

Mamma put me to bed and heaped me up with 
pillows. I had my dinner in bed. I wanted to laugh 
and cry with happiness. How I loved my parents! 
And, thanks to them, I was going to be a little girl 
again, even if only for two days, . . . 

Our arrival caused a sensation in the camp, and, at 
the end of the second day, the Commandant sent a 
man to warn us that he wanted to see our papers the 
following morning. A submarine that has long been 
lying motionless in the depths of the sea does not 
welcome divers who come from another world. And 
we had returned from another world. We were 
obliged to leave the next morning at dawn and to go 
back the way we came. My father accompanied us 
through the fields as far as the frontier. It was a 
heartrending good-bye. That day I made a TOW to 
myself that I would do everything I could to he 
them with me for life. 

Before taking the train from Munich back to Pari% 



I followed my mother's advice and went to see a doctor. 
When he had examined me, he said: 

" You are very narrow in the hips, madame. . , , 
It's extremely likely you may have complications. , . . 
You must take great care of yourself. . . . You must 
have a good doctor. . , ." 

We took the train back to Paris that very night. 
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IN PARIS we went back to the little room that was our 
one and only refuge and Georges did the impossible 
to find some work. He presented himself everywhere 
that the advertisements announced someone wanted * 
capable young man. During the first days after our 
return, I waited for him, lying on the divan with a 
book bought for a few francs from a scomd-haud 
bookstall. I read from morning till night, but I had 
only to raise my head to be seized with a nausea that 
obliged me to run the whole length of the corridor to 
reach the lavatory. 1 was hungry, with an impetuous, 
arrogant hunger that was difficult to appease. But we 
had so very little money that 1 did not dare so muck as 
venture into those elegant shops that surrounded the 
block of flats. I went down with Georges into the 
busy Rue de Passy and there, for fifty franca, we 
bought oil, a salad, a few potatoes and, wry occasion- 
ally, a little rib of pork. But, daring the kmg after- 
noons, I would imagine tables exquisitely kid, with 
flowers scattered on an embroidered doth and candles 
shedding soft golden light on the heavy sihrw. And, 
on this elegant table, I serwd aB sorts of Loculbn 
menus. Before our departure to Germany we 
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been able to buy quarter-bottles of soda-water that 
marvellously subdued my nausea but, since our return, 
this had become too great a luxury. 

When, by exceptional luck, I felt a little better, I 
used to go and sit at the window during Georges's 
absence and look at the roofs of Paris. The spring 
was still too young and twilight fell fast and early, 
but there were moments when the roofs were flooded 
with pink light and when the Eiffel Tower looked like 
a child's drawing done with a heavy, blunt pencil. 
How far away Paris seemed from that window 1 I 
was tortured by the idea that I was going to die when 
my child was born. In the four months of life that 
remained to me, I wanted to write another novel. 
But I lacked the physical strength; my back was too 
painful and I was hungry all the time. Georges 
arrived towards evening. I was full of cares and 
anxieties but what could I have told that boy who came 
in pale and exhausted, not knowing where to turn next ? 
I was convinced that my future life, if I survived, 
would be merely a dreary vegetating, with ideas cut 
off at the root and resentments one could not even 
express. 

When the child kicked me during the night I 
seemed to feel its sharp, impertinent little toe; in 
the darkness, I kept saying ardently to myself: 
" I want you to be strong; I want you to be very 
strong. . . 

I shall never be able to define my behaviour 
towards Georges. At what precise moment did I 
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begin to keep silent? I was probably the egoist 
who does not like being unhappy or the vain woman 
who will never admit defeat. I wanted, with a morbid 
obstinacy, to preserve the appearances of happiness 
and, when I looked at Georges asleep he slept on a 
mattress on the floor beside my bed I felt responsible 
for him. I had now got into the habit of tidying up 
after him, as if I had replaced the nurse of his child- 
hood, and, to comfort myself, I had to have recourse 
to well-worn phrases such as: ** Men will always be 
children/* 

But, when I looked at the Eiffel Tower, I never 
stopped thinking of our expedition, already long ago 
now, and that monster of iron lacework filled me with 
horror and admiration. 

Our hopes of a peaceful future rested on a very 
slender foundation. One of our Hungarian friends 
was attempting the apparently impossible so that we 
could settle in Belgium. I felt a dull lump of misery 
inside me at the thought of our being forced to leave 
France in order to be able to live and I knew that the 
real France, the kind, welcoming France had not yet 
shown us her face. I sometimes wanted to cry mit: 
" France, I'm here, I love you! I was brought up 
admiring you; I want to write French books; I want 
you to be my other native country. Grott France, 
marvellous France, why don't you want to know that 
I am here?" 

The roofs and the grey smoke that wreathed up 
into the impassive sky did uoC answo* me. 
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In the old days, I had never thought that one could 
suffer from hunger and look covetously at a grocer's 
shop window, Not far from us, there was a dairy, 
and the good woman, who always wore a white overall, 
one day hung up a bunch of bananas in her window. 
At first the bananas were almost green and the bunch 
intact, but what contemptuous, almost cruel arrogance 
in their exorbitant price! Each day they grew yellower 
and yellower. Sometimes, when I hurried very fast 
past her shop, I saw the dairywoman cut off four or 
five of them with an enormous knife. I would have 
really loved to eat one. 

Georges came home one night with excellent news. 
He had found a job. A Hungarian carpenter, long 
settled in France, wanted his French wife to learn 
Hungarian. So he had engaged Georges to give his 
wife an hour's lesson every day at two hundred francs 
a time. The only snag was that they lived near the 
Invalides and we lived in the neighbourhood of Passy. 
The daily m&ro ticket would have taken a cruel slice 
off his fees, Georges decided to go on foot. The 
next day I went with him for the first lesson. We had 
constantly been told that, if a pregnant woman walks 
a great deal, the birth will be easy. 

While Georges was giving his lesson I sat meekly 
in the workshop on a stool. I breathed deeply so as 
to be able to endure the smell of glue that assailed me 
like little waves breaking against a rock. 

The carpenter, ankle-deep in wood-shavings, said 
to me from time to time: 
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"All right, madame?" Then he bent lovingly 
over his plane. He spoke to me in laconic little 
sentences, without waiting for my reply, and I found 
this one-sided conversation profoundly restful. ** Be- 
cause that's how life is, madame," he said. " Love. 
After love comes the child, and worries and little bits 
of happiness, too. YouVe got a young husband, hell 
make his way. But it's not funny, being far from one's 
own country. . . * Me, I've been here twenty years. 
I fought in the war with them. IVe got French 
nationality; my wife's French; my children are 
French. They don't know a word of Hungarian. 
What d'you expect? They speak their mother's 
language, it's only natural. . . , You see, I haven't 
got the time. . . . Fm from Szeged. . . Ah, ycm 
know Szeged ? Beautiful city . . . so*s Budapest, , . . 
My mother died two years ago, , . . She never under- 
stood how one could live with anyone who wasn't 
Hungarian, . . . She was a very brave woman, my 
mother eight children . . . and two miscarriages. . * . 
I'm not saying this to frighten you, but it's not easy, 
giving birth. . . /' 

Here I was overwhelmed by a feeling of pcaorful 
eternity, a third-dass eternity, simple and kindly. It 
was warm : there were murmurs from tbe aeighbour- 
ing room; an occasional customer would come in, 
more to chat than to order some work. Bwt tfae 
carpenter did not interrupt his cms task and I watched 
him with admiration Tbis was a man who had a 
bedroom, a table, plates and all tbe food he acwkd. 
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Here, I had an unbearable desire to have a tiny 
lodging, a wardrobe with at least two dresses in it 
and a big, warm, loose coat. Where was my child 
going to be born ? What bed would I be in . . and 
what country ? 

After the lesson the cabinet-maker's wife gave us 
some really hot coffee and that friendly drink gave me 
an incredible sensation of well-being. They thought 
that Georges gave lessons all day; they never sus- 
pected that the two of us and the child subsisted on 
their daily two hundred francs. But, afterwards, 
about seven o'clock, we had to go out and walk back 
uphill to Place du Trocadero. On those return 
journeys, the city seemed vast and the streets endless. 
Hanging on Georges's arm, I walked conscientiously, 
with small, even steps; I did not want to jolt my 
child. 

" You'll give birth to it just like dropping a letter 
in the letter-box. . . ." 

I did not like comparisons of this kind; without my 
knowing why, they humiliated me a little. But, I 
replied, with false gaiety: 

" Yes, of course " 

All the same, in the depths of myself, I was preparing 
myself for a tragedy. Involuntarily, I lived through a 
thousand imaginary death-beds. I saw Georges a 
widower, with a new wife who would have a pony-tail 
and flat heels. He often told me he would like me to 
wear my hair like that and he regarded my high heels 
with ill-disguised hostility. I have never been able to 
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understand his crazy passion for youth: he was so 
young himself. . , . For him, anyone over thirty was 
already middle-aged and, if it were a woman, it was 
better not to mention her. ... A woman of thirty ! . . . 
That was something ridiculous! . * . He had told me 
once that I still had seven years left in which to wear 
bright-coloured dresses because, after thirty, one had 
to be careful. Without expressing the thought, I felt 
in my bones that I should leave him before that fatal 
birthday. But I knew, too, that I should make a 
superhuman effort not to die in giving birth, I 
wanted to bring up my child myself. 

Georges went off to sleep quickly at night and I 
imagined touching or grotesque scenes that made ine 
smile or cry in the dark. I saw Georges at my funeral 
in a top-hat and a morning coat and I shivered when 
I thought of him saying to my child: " Oh, your 
Mamma was very nice; she was fond of writing; one 
day, I can't imagine why, she cut off her long fair 
hair/* And I also saw my photograph covered with 
dust. . . * After visions of this sort, I sat up in the 
narrow little bed and I clasped my hands over my 
stomach so that the child should not feel my useless 
emotion. I loved my child with a wild passion and, 
when I was very hungry during the night, I consoled 
myself by thinking of the wisdom of nature; I knew 
that the child was nourishing itself an my blood and 
my heart, I was aware of its presence with a feverish 
joy, full of excitement and apprehension. The 
absolute poverty in which we lived filled me with a 
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blind trust in God. I awaited his miracle with the 
steadfastness of those who are no longer anxious for 
themselves but who want to create a new world for their 
children. 

Once, when I was going to the carpenter's with 
Georges, I was seized with a violent attack of nausea. 
The world swam dizzily round me, and, leaning against 
the wall of a house, with my handkerchief clutched 
against my mouth, I told Georges I could not stay 
sitting up on a chair for an hour; I simply must lie 
down. He could not come back with me; the lost 
lesson would have meant our having to go without 
food. I allowed myself the luxury of a mtro ticket 
and returned home alone. The journey seemed inter- 
minable; I kept my handkerchief against my face the 
whole time. Opposite me a man who was reading 
his paper gave me a glance from time to time that 
said very plainly that sick women ought to remain at 
home. 

I ran, stumbling, all the way from the m&ro station 
to the block of- flats. I was trembling as I passed 
through the glass door and I barely said thank you to 
the smiling concierge, all set for a chat, for the letter 
she handed me and which I put in my worn little 
handbag. I crossed the courtyard to go up the back 
way, but the lift was stuck somewhere higher up and 
I had to climb all the stairs to the eighth floor. When 
I reached it at last, I fumbled in my handbag for my 
key; alas, Georges had it in his pocket. The little 
door looked to me as high and inexorable as Mont 
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Blanc. Seized with an uncontrollable giddiness and 
nausea, I had to go to the lavatory. There, I sat 
down on the tiled floor and burst into tears* Later, 
I went back to my door; my next door neighbour, 
hitherto invisible, was standing in her doorway. 

" Are you ill, madame? " 

" Yes, I am ill ... and I can't get in; I've forgotten 
the key." 

" Come into my place," she said. 

She took me over to her window and opened It. 

44 You see, there's a concrete ledge," she said. 
" And, below that, there's a little zinc platform* You 
could climb along to the window of your room, if it's 
open. . * 

Shaking all over, I answered that it might be 
open. 

With the help of the neighbour, I climbed on to a 
chair and found myself outside on the ledge* She 
had hold of my hand. 

4i Don't be frightened and, whatever you do, don't 
look downl " 

I clutched her hand tight but eventually 1 had to 
let go of it and, all alone, I did the four step* that 
separated me from our window, that was luckily 
half-open, 

" Yes, I can get in," I called out and, two seconds 
later, I was in our room. 

Opening the front door, I said thank you to my 
neighbour out in the passage. And then, I collapsed 
on the divan without an ounce of strength left in me. 



The eight stories, the walk along the ledge, my violent 
sickness and my utter exhaustion sent me to sleep 
almost at once. As I drifted into unconsciousness, I 
heard someone, very far away, muttering the cruel 
words: " It is not so easy to live." But the person 
was myself. 
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THE LETTER I received that day was from the Hun- 
garian reader. He had read the manuscript of Wand* 
and wanted to talk to me about it. I rang his telephone 
number and a man's voice, a pleasant, friendly voice, 
answered me. He invited me to come and see him. 
Later on, in the afternoon, I realised that he had been 
a successful author in Budapest and that one of his 
plays had been acted all over the world. I remembered 
that my parents had often spoken of him; Mamma 
had nee described him as a young man with Mack 
hair who had been married successively to the throe 
greatest actresses in Hungary. 

We made an appointment for the following morning 
and there was no possibility of making myself even * 
tiny bit pretty. My heavy, clumsy shape was even 
more apparent in my ridiculous coat; I had no lipstick 
and I had had to do my hair b a little bun, which I 
hated, to disguise its length. 

The block of flats where he lived was a luxurious 
one; red carpet on the stairs; a lift; a wdl-poiished 
bell beside the imposing door of tlic flat I rang: t 
maid opened the door* 

" Madame? " 



" I want to speak to Monsieur Gindy." 

" You have an appointment? " 

" Yes/' 

" Wait a moment, if you please." 

She disappeared, and I was extremely impressed. 
So one could live in exile and not be poor! 

The maid reappeared with a more reassuring face 
and showed me into a large, luxuriously-furnished 
room where a white-haired gentleman, with a face 
furrowed with wrinkles > rose from his arm-chair to 
greet me. 

" Mademoiselle," he said, in Hungarian, and he 
added, in an almost frightened way: " But you're 
appallingly young! . . . Do sit down." 

I took a chair and looked at him with undisguised 
curiosity. 

He was tall and elegant and he wore a silk dressing- 
gown. The remains of breakfast on a silver tray 
looked like a sumptuous still-life in the background. 
Clumsily, I tried to say that I had imagined him 
younger, when his face was suddenly lit up by a smile. 
And that gay, unaffected, boyish smile effectively 
restored his youth. 

He took a cigarette and I reached mechanically for 
my handkerchief; I could not endure the smell of 
tobacco. 

" And / was expecting to see a femme fatak this 
morning! " he said. " The author of Wanda., with 
her numerous lovers! And I see a thin little girl, 
indecently young." 



He had not noticed that I was pregnant. This 
brilliant man, accustomed to extraordinary women who 
queened it on the stage, had never had a child, 

44 How old are you?" 

** Twenty-two. . . , Have you read my novel? " 

" But of course I've read it . . . and I think it's 
very good." 

The room seemed to be revolving round xne and 
I heard his voice: 

"Are you ill?" 

" No, Fm happy. You know, I was so longing to 
hear you say that." 

" I've told the publisher he ought to get it trans- 
lated/' Monsieur Gindy went on* 

I interrupted him excitedly: 

" I'm going to write another one soon/* 

He made a gesture with his big, white, ringiess 
hand to calm me. 

" Not so fast : the problem of publishing is a YWy 
difficult one. , . . Don't forget there's always m 
publishing crisis on when a young author turns up. . . * 
But I have confidence in you," he added, with a charm- 
ing smile. 

And suddenly, seized with a man's curiosity, he 
leant towards me and asked me, in an intimate voice 
that demanded a sincere answer: 

" What gave you the idea of writing that story.** 
I explained volubly, completely forgetting the 
smoke of his cigarette: 

" Monsieur Gindy, I once saw a woman who wis 
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like my heroine, but I've invented innumerable 
things. . . ." 

We talked for half an hour, and, for me, it was like 
the beginning of a new life. A well-known man, an 
established writer believed in me! Before I left, he 
gave me one of his books that had appeared in French, 
and wrote an inscription in it: 

< To a young colleague, with every friendly wish 
from Gindy." 

By the word " colleague," he had consecrated me 
a writer. 

During the following weeks I saw him several times 
and our friendship developed smoothly and naturally. 
I told him how much I admired his not being poor 
like all the other Hungarians I knew. He was sud- 
denly taken aback. 

" Goodness, don't think this place is my own. I 
rent one of the rooms in the flat and they bring me 
my breakfast; they know I never get up before ten. 
They're charming people, but don't imagine that life's 
easy for me." 

His uneasy glance came to rest on an extraordinary 
picture* 

The picture showed, from the back, a slender, naked 
young woman with translucent flesh, her profile 
turned towards a mysterious landscape. Over her 
left shoulder, hiding the soft curve of one breast, 
floated a tiny muslin scarf. The picture was exquis- 
itely evocative; it was the living presence of a woman, 
of the eternal woman. , . . 



" Even if I were starving, I wouldn't sell it," 
Monsieur Gindy frequently said. And, when he said 
it, the childish shoulders of the frail beauty seemed to 
become the very symbol of love. 

He did not often speak of his famous wives. He 
had lived so close to them, for so many years, that he 
had not found them as extraordinary as all that. 

I told him that I was married and, once, I took 
Georges to see him. I was still waiting for a definite 
answer from the publisher. 

" Fm going to write my next books in French,'* I 
told Monsieur Gindy. He replied: 

" You're still very young; no doubt you'll really 
manage to do it. . . .** 

He never knew that we were wrestling with troubles 
of the most menacing kind. 

One day I saw that his picture had disappeared. 
That day he was mortally pale and 1 did not dare ask 
a superfluous question. When I left, he said: 

" Poor little future French writer. * * . And you're 
expecting a child. * . .** 

We held hands longer than usual at parting. But 
he was looking at the empty space where his picture 
had hung on the wall. 

Good luck arrived in the form of a brief letter posted 
in Belgium, Our faithful friend had not forgotten 
us. He wrote, sending us the money for the journey, 
and saying that his Belgian friends had been touched 
by our plight, and that we were invited to stay in a 
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chateau. A job was already in sight for Georges and 
a layette had been prepared for the child* 

It did not take long to pack the cardboard suitcase! 
I returned the key of our room and I warmly thanked 
the people who had given it to us. On the day of our 
departure, I learnt that an ambulance had just removed 
the concierge to a lunatic asylum. 

" Apparently she's mad," said the people on our 
floor. 

It wrung my heart. I did not know whether the 
kind concierge's madness lay in loving human beings 
who rebuff every friendly feeling or whether she had 
gone mad on account of those very human beings 
around her. But I shall always remember her face 
and those words she uttered: ** There's a very pretty 
room, mademoiselle. . . It's empty. * . ." 

In the train, I said to Georges: 

** My child is going to be born in security/* 

He stifled a little laugh, as if I had made some 
schoolboy joke. 

" You always say * my child \ . . ." 

I turned scarlet and, the first time I crossed a 
frontier legally, I crossed it with my teeth clenched. 
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EVER SINCE the morning I had been lying motionless 
on that bed* The walls were light blue, and, in the 
right-hand corner, there was a china statue of the 
Virgin, On the bedside table, lay the book I had been 
reading last night: it was the last volume of Lts 
Thibault that I wanted to re-read in French. That 
morning I had been gripped by a new, deep pain I 
had never known before* Georges had already gone 
to his office; it was his second day at work. They 
told me he would come and see me between one and 
two. Beside me, on the left, was a little empty white 
bed. It was the bed of my child who was soon going 
to be born. When a wave of pain broke over me, 
I gripped the white-painted iron bars. That little 
empty bed helped me enormously. From time to time, 
a silent nun entered and walked up to my bedside, 
I tried not to see her face; I looked up at the white 
ceiling; I did not want to be disturbed in my suffering* 
I was thirsty and, during the rare moments of 
respite, I moistened my lips with Iced water, Georgts's 
pale face appeared; he wanted to talk to me, but 
I turned my face towards the little bed and did not 
answer* I wanted to be alone with my child. This 
birth was a personal afiair between the two of us. 
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We were accomplices In the act of creation. No one 
and nothing must come near its little bed. 

Twilight fell. The doctors' incessant bustling to 
and fro annoyed me. They were there all the time, 
asking me pointless questions and being surprised 
that I did not scream. The extravagant pain kept 
attacking me, cutting me in two; often it left me 
without any breath. But, through this crazy suffering, 
the child would belong to me and me alone. A nun 
told me that Georges was outside in the corridor. The 
number of doctors increased; at certain moments 
there were five of them round my bed. When they 
wiped the sweat off my face, I asked for some informa- 
tion. I wanted to know the exact time. Eleven 
o'clock at night. 

Suddenly there was more bustle than ever in my 
room. Two nurses pushed in a trolley and laid me 
on it as if on a stretcher. We trundled very fast along 
the corridor. Everywhere, outside the doors, I saw 
vases of flowers. It was hot, and deft hands were 
pushing me towards an unknown destination. The 
operating theatre was full of blinding light and, in the 
multiple mirrors of the projectors, I could see myself 
lying prone. A young doctor bent over me and the 
very moment I felt the needle in my arm, I fell into 
unconsciousness. 

Suddenly, I heard a voice repeating over and over 

again: " Where's my child? . . . Where's my child? 



* ... 

The face of a nurse, enlarged out of all proportion, 
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was right in front of my eyes. She was not saying 
anything. Who, then, was asking: " Where is my 

child?" 

* You're going to see her soon," she answered at 
last. So it really was I who was speaking. 

I thought that grey light must be the morning. 

With a tremendous effort I turned my head and 
saw Georges sleeping peacefully in an arm-chair. 
I called to him. He did not hear. 

A nurse came in with a swaddled bundle in her 
arms. She held the bundle out to me. My child was 
asleep. Her skin was pink and transparent. 

" It's a lovely little girl, madame," the nurse told 

me. 

I did not hear anything more. 

I was obliged to wake up from that lethargic sleep 
because the doctor was slapping my face. Everybody 
wanted me to wake up but I had an irresistible desire 
to abandon myself to sleep once more. 

My body was one mass of pain. And I thought of 
all the pains that were awaiting me. 

I told the nurse in a hoarse voice that I would like 
to feed my child. 

" Madame, one never has any milk after a caesarean, 
especially when it was such a serious one." 

She knew nothing about life, that nurse. She 
thought I was going to be satisfied with a rule or a 
principle. I wanted to feed my child so I must have 
some milk. 

My daughter was beside me in her little bed. She 

253 



was asleep, and I had not the strength to hold out my 
hand to her. But I looked at her ; my life was anchored 
in her pink, peaceful face, 

Later on I thought about flowers. I must have 
flowers In my room like the others ; I did not want the 
nurses to say that, . . . 

" Georges ?" 

"Yes?" 

He came up close to me. 

"Would you bring me some flowers ?" 

" Yes, Fll bring you some flowers. . . ." 

Holding the door ajar, he said: 

44 What kind of flowers do you want? " 

I was too weak to know which month we were in, 
I tried to think, but I could not* 

I repeated obstinately: 

" Bring me some flowers. . . ." 

I wanted to be alone with my child. In the little 
room, there were only the two of us now; she and I. 
Suddenly she began to cry. It was the first time. 
And it was to me she was crying. My beloved 
daughter. . * . 

Georges came back with the flowers. I stared at 
him as if he were a stranger. I did not understand 
what he was doing in this room. That night had 
separated me from him. 

During the days that followed, I was in pain. Pain 
was my entire occupation. I could neither eat nor 
drink, and an absent-minded nurse, a novice in discre- 
tion^ told me that I had nearly died. 
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But, on the fifth day, I had some milk and the 
round head of my child at my breast filled me -with 
tranquillity, I looked gravely at her avid little lips. 
The nurses said it was incredible. I myself found it 
perfectly natural. I wanted to feed my child; I 
wanted to make her drink my life. . . * 

It was the miraculous fulfilment. 

It was happiness. 

All the happiness there could be? ... 



(Continued, from front flap) 

feels passing from her. Anxiety and lone- 
liness, disappointment and grinding pov- 
erty, these are daily features of the life of 
a refugee. They could only be overcome 
toy work which was hard yet poorly re- 
warded, by courage and absence of self 
pity, by the determination to become a 
writer which sustained her and which 
never weakened. These characteristics 
which Miss Arnothy has shown so con- 
spicuously *n her life are communicated 
with eq[ual intensity in her book. 
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